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nce considered marginal and of minority interest, African 
American literature has come to be a defining force in 
American writing. Its great power and rich diversity have been 
internationally recognized as well. The character of black writing 
has changed over the years as the African American community 
developed a new cultural and political sense of itself. A central 
preoccupation, however, continued and continues to be the issue of 
racial identity. Women writers also played a significant role in the 
construction of a black cultural identity. From the mid 60s, 
however, women writers began to address the issue of a female 
identity. This was, of course, in response to a wider feminist 
movement which was making itself felt. Black feminists too 
explored and articulated questions related to gender differences and 
patriarchal oppression. They especially foregrounded the fact that 
black women were victims of racial as well as gender oppression. 
bell hooks says, ―By calling attention to interlocking systems of 
O 
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domination – sex, race, and class – black women...acknowledge the 
diversity and complexity of female experience, of [their] 
relationship to power and domination‖ (hooks 1989: 21). Black 
feminist‘s struggle to end patriarchal domination was of primary 
importance to women not because it was the foundation of all other 
oppressive structures but because it was a form of domination most 
encountered in everyday life. The basic tenet of Black Feminism, 
thus, was to raise and maintain the consciousness among black 
women of a double oppression, one because of their black skin and 
the other because of their being female. Black feminists exposed 
the limitations of a white feminist perspective to fully comprehend 
the black female experience, for it failed to take into account the 
racial experience of black women. Francis Beale in her essay 
―Double Jeopardy: To be Black and Female‖, vehemently declared 
that ―any white group that does not have an anti-imperialist and 
anti-racist ideology has absolutely nothing in common with the 
black women‘s struggle‖ (Bambara 1970: 112). Black feminism as 
a political and social movement grew out of black women‘s 
feelings of discontent with both the civil rights movement and 
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the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Not only did the 
civil rights movement primarily focus only on the oppression of 
black men, but many black women faced severe sexism within civil 
rights groups. The feminist movement focused on the problems 
faced by white women. Neither movement confronted the issues 
that concerned black women specifically. Because of 
their intersectional position, black women were being 
systematically ignored by both movements. A new movement 
which spoke to the combination of problems black women faced 
including sexism, racism, and classism began to gain momentum. 
It foregrounded the fact that the history of black oppression mainly 
emphasized the oppression of black man, disregarding that of the 
black woman. In this regard bell hooks remarks:  
Oppression of black men during slavery has been described as de-
masculinization for the same reason that virtually no scholarly 
attention has been given to the oppression of black women during 
slavery. Underlying both tendencies is the sexist assumption that the 
experiences of men are more important than those of women and that 
what matters most among the experiences of men is their ability to 
assert themselves patriarchally. 
(hooks 1981: 21-22) 
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The black woman in America, according to Francis Beale could 
justly be described as a ―slave of a slave‖ (Bambara 1970:112).  
Beale further says, ―It [was] the depth of degradation to be socially 
manipulated, physically raped,...and to be powerless to reverse this 
syndrome‖ (Bambara 1970:112) Calvin Hernton opines:  
It has been the Negro Woman, more than anyone else, who has borne 
the constant agonies of racial barbarity in America from the very first 
day she was brought in chains to this soil. The Negro Woman through 
the years has suffered (and endured) every sexual outrage (with all of 
the psychological ramifications) that a democratic society can possibly 
inflict upon a human being.  
(Hernton 1965:123)  
The writing by black women writers addresses the collective 
experience of black women. As Mary Helen Washington says:  
Obviously we will have to learn to read the Afro-American literary 
tradition in new ways, for continuing on in the old way is impossible... 
The making of a literary history in which black women are fully 
represented is a search for full vision to create a circle where now we 
have but a segment.   
(Gates, Jr. 1990:1) 
Black Feminism builds on the serious omissions inherent in 
Western feminism that fails to acknowledge the intersection of race 
with gender and class to produce black women‘s experience. 
Western feminism prioritizes white woman‘s existential anguish 
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and only contemplates white woman‘s liminal position. 
Furthermore, Western feminist theorists blindly assume that their 
methodologies and theoretical systems can adequately account for 
the experience of ‗all women.‘ Black feminism attempts to rectify 
the shortcomings of Western feminism by emphasizing the unique 
character of black women‘s experience; it encourages a realistic 
representation of these experiences. The main issues which haunt 
the Black feminist are: introduction of race into feminist theory and 
the subject of gender in African American discourse. Black 
feminists interrogate and explore the way in which the experience 
of race affects the experience of gender as they examine ways in 
which the culturally constructed experience of gender, specifically 
of womanhood, affects the experience of race. Black feminists 
have always been keenly aware of the impact of race, class, and 
gender oppression upon their lives. Since slavery, black women 
have struggled individually and in groups, spontaneously and in 
formal organizations to eradicate the multiple injustices that they 
and their communities faced and continue to face.  
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Black women writers and theorists like Toni Morrison, Alice 
Walker, Maya Angelou, Gloria Naylor, bell hooks, Barbara 
Christian, to name a few, have been in the forefront of this 
enterprise. Their writing aims at reclaiming and defining the black 
feminine identity, achieving self-realization and sexual awareness. 
Anna Julia Cooper was one of the earliest of black women who 
advocated social equality for black women. Her book of essays, A 
Voice from the South (1892) is considered to be one of the 
founding texts of the black feminist movement. In this text, Cooper 
argues eloquently for the recognition of the black women‘s voice, 
and offers an explicit challenge to the black male authors: 
One muffled strain in the Silent South, a jarring chord and a vague and 
uncomprehended cadenza has been and still is the Negro. And of that 
muffled chord, the one mute and voiceless note has been the sadly 
expectant Black woman . . . The ―other side‖ has not been represented 
by one who ―live there.‖ And not many can more sensibly realize and 
more accurately tell the weight and fret of the ―long dull pain‖ than the 
open-eyed but hitherto voiceless Black Woman of America . . . [just] 
as our Caucasian barristers are not to blame if they cannot quite put 
themselves in the dark man‘s place neither should the dark man be 
wholly expected fully and adequately to reproduce the exact Voice of 
the Black Woman. 
(Gates, Jr. 1990: 1) 
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Since Cooper‘s claim of the especial authority of the black 
woman‘s voice, and her explicit challenge to black male authors, 
black women‘s writing has come a long way to establish itself as 
an important genre of writing. Since the publication of Toni 
Morrison‘s The Bluest eye, Alice Walker‘s The Third Life of 
Grange Copeland, Maya Angelou‘s I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings,  and Toni Cade Bambara‘s anthology, The Black Woman, 
black women writers have made their mark in the African 
American literary tradition. 
Alice Walker has emerged as the most powerful black writer 
whose mission is to raise the visibility of black women, to 
celebrate their strength, endurance and resourcefulness, to praise 
their creativity evident even in domestic skills which are generally 
unvalued. Walker concentrates on the development of identity and 
community among black women in the face of white and male 
supremacy and focusses on female wholeness. In her non-fiction 
this has led her to search out and celebrate her connection with 
other African American women, particularly writers. Her famous 
collection of essays, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: A 
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Womanist Prose, is at once a memoir and a series of observations 
on African American women‘s culture. As a feminist, Walker has 
established a specifically womanist tradition, and has helped to 
affirm the pivotal importance of work by African American 
women. As a creative writer, her fiction too centres around the 
lives of black women focussing attention on sexism within society 
at large and within black society in particular. She has been critical 
of the invisibility of black working women whether in novels, 
literary history, the civil rights movement, black nationalism or 
white middle-class feminism. She raises her voice against all those 
racial and patriarchal tendencies (both white and black) which 
systematically deny the reality of black female lives.  
Alice Walker is noted for her prolific writings depicting the 
struggles of African American women. She is also a constant critic 
of established forms of feminism-going so far as to establish 
―Womanism‖, that is, a form of feminism that incorporates specific 
qualities indigenous to the experiences of African American 
women. Her works have been noted for their empowerment of the 
female voice. Walker has used her writing as a platform to 
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champion the cause of black women. She has maintained a very 
vocal stance in her candid revelation of the silencing and 
marginalization of the ethnic woman within a postcolonial society. 
Mary Helen Washingtonʼs ―An Essay on Alice Walker‖ 
emphasizes her vision of the multiple experiences of black women 
―as a series of movements from women totally victimized by 
society‖ (Gates, Jr. and Appiah 1993: 39) to asserting themselves. 
Washingtonʼs discussion reveals a new reading of Walkerʼs works, 
where one directly studies the victimized African American 
woman. Lauren Berlantʼs reading of The Color Purple as 
expressed by ―Race, Gender and Nation in The Color Purple‖ 
analyzes Walkerʼs depiction of the African American woman and 
her attempt to depict the problem with patriarchal formation of 
nationalism and its ability to neglect African American women. 
These women are, once again, discussed in relation to their status 
below that of white men, white women, and black men within the 
structures established by colonialism. Berlantʼs article specifically 
provides an example of Walkerʼs characters and their ability to 
exemplify the struggle between the African American woman and 
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oppressive forces. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. in his article, ―Color Me 
Zora‖ stresses the ability of The Color Purple to define what he 
describes as a powerful example of ―the black quest to make the 
text speak‖  (Gates, Jr. 1988:240). Extensive critical studies have 
attempted to assess Walker‘s works. Critical Essays on Alice 
Walker edited by Ikenna Dieke assesses Walker‘s impact and the 
cultural influences on her writings as an African American woman. 
Alice Walker: Critical Perspectives Past and Present edited by 
Henry Louis Gates and K A Appiah talks of Alice Walker as a self-
described womanist who has a following not only among women 
of color, to whom much of her work is addressed, but among 
women and men of all ethnicities. Molly Hite in her book The 
Other Side of The Story shows Alice Walker as a writer who desire 
to critique a culture and a literary tradition apprehended as 
profoundly masculinist. 
Alice Walker‘s writings continue to provide the opportunity to 
discuss the situation of black women. As evidenced by her 
writings, the character‘s experiences in her works indicates the 
realistic world inhabited by black women. Unfortunately, it is a 
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world that many can only view from the outside and thus they are 
not capable to understand what it means for these women.  
It is the black woman who has the power of defining herself 
without the distortion of male and/or white perspective. The 
flourishing of black woman‘s writing implies, then, that she has 
gained a position of control and she can now create her own image 
and articulate her own experiences: 
In the past and depending on who held the pen, black women have 
almost exclusively in terms of negative and regressive stereotypes (...). 
Now black women are themselves in the front of reclaiming their own 
womanhood, and the arena where their invisibility and 
misrepresentation is played out is the novel. The novels, essays and 
poems of Maya Angelou, Toni Cade Bambara, Zora Neale Hurston, 
Paule Marshall, Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor, Ntozake Shange, Alice 
Walker and Sherley Anne Williams, with their powerful celebration of 
maternal presence, have been instrumental in opening up the 
historically and distinct world of black women. 
(Shukla and Banerjee 2012: 724) 
Alice Walker has been at the forefront of ‗opening up‘ the world of 
black women. In her personal construct of the black women‘s 
history, Walker classified them under three cycles: ‗Suspended‘, 
‗Assimilated‘, and ‗Emergent‘.  The women of the first cycle 
belonged to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the early 
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decades of the twentieth century. This extended from the end of the 
Reconstruction Era to the first two decades of the twentieth century. 
The concept of the suspended woman was developed in a speech 
given by Walker at a symposium on Black women, held at Radcliffe 
College in May 1972 and was based on Walker‘s personal sense of 
the history of Black women in America. The black women of this 
period are, as Hurston says, ―the mule of the world,‖ carrying the 
burdens heaped upon them by society and by the family, victims of 
both racial and sexual oppression. Walker calls them her ―suspended‖ 
women: a concept she develops in In Search...  
Walker explains this state of suspension as caused by pressures in 
society which made it impossible for the black women of this era to 
move forward: 
They were suspended in a time in history where the options for Black 
women were severely limited. . . . And they either kill themselves or 
they are used up by the man, or by the children, or by . . .  whatever the 
pressures against them. And they cannot go anywhere. I mean, you 
can't, you just can't move, until there is room for you to move into. 
And thats the way I see many of the women I have created in fiction. 
They are closer to my mother‘s generation than to mine. They had few 
choices.  
(Gates Jr. and Appiah 1993: 40) 
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Suspended in time and place, it was an era that only acknowledged 
them as labourers and these women were simply defeated in one way 
or another by the external circumstances of their lives. For such 
women-the great-grandmothers of the black women of contemporary 
times- pain, violence, poverty, and oppression were an essential part 
of their lives. Writer June Jordan calls them ―black-eyed Susans- 
flowers of the blood-soaked American soil‖ (qtd in Gates Jr. and 
Appiah 1993: 40).  
In spite of the circumstances which stifled the creative impulse of 
the black woman, there remained some evidences of her creative 
genius. Some of them excelled in quilt making, some selling herbs 
and roots, while others excelled in gardening. The first phase of 
Walker‘s construction of black women‘s history, thus, sees them as 
suspended in time and space, their creative energies thwarted, merely 
providing cheap labor. Victims of sexual and communal abuse, they 
were sometimes victims of their own minds. They suffered in 
silence, enduring, but never hating; their very goodness 
contributing to their victimization. Death, in certain cases, was a 
quiet giving in, a resignation rather than an assertive departure. 
xiv 
Though they see the systematic nature of her oppression, but they 
have no systematic opposition to counter it. 
Majority of the Walker‘s women characters are suspended women. 
Three women from her first novel, The Third Life of Grange 
Copeland, and seven of the thirteen women from her short story 
collection, In Love and Trouble, are women who are cruelly 
exploited, their spirits and bodies mutilated, relegated to confining 
lives, sometimes driven to madness. Walker‘s own analysis of the 
historical struggles of the black women authenticates the chilling 
and terrible violence of her stories. These stories are about several 
generations of black women whose lives were severely limited by 
sexual and racial oppression. To Jean Toomer these women appear 
―vacant and fallow as autumn fields, with harvest time never in 
sight‖, and he saw them ―enter loveless marriages, without joy; and 
become prostitutes without resistance; and become mothers of 
children, without fulfillment‖ (Walker 1983: 233). Both Toomer and 
Walker have explored the tragedies in the lives of Black women — 
the tragedy of poverty, abuse from men who were themselves abused, 
the physical deterioration — but there is greater depth in Walker‘s 
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exploration because not only does she comprehend the past lives of 
these women but she also questions their fate and dares to envision a 
time when black women would no longer live in suspension, when 
there would be a place for them to move into.  
The second cycle of Walker‘s personal construct of the history of 
black women consists of the women who belonged to the decades of 
the forties and fifties, those decades when black people (then 
―Negroes‖) wanted to be part of the mainstream American life even 
though assimilation required total denial of one‘s ethnicity. Some 
literary critics have labelled this period in black literature a period of 
―mainstreaming‖ because of the indications in literature that writers 
such as Willard Motley and Frank Yerby and even one novel of Zora 
Neale Hurston were ―raceless.‖ The black women during this 
period, particularly the women who had some chance at education, 
tried to assimilate in order to overcome her background; Walker 
writes of her as a woman pushed and pulled by the larger world 
outside of her. These black women were, in Walker's historical 
construct ironically victims of what were ostensibly greater 
opportunities. To Washington, Walker says: 
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I have this theory that Black women in the 50‘s, in the 40‘s—the late 
40‘s and early 50‘s— got away from their roots much more than they 
will probably ever do again, because that was the time of greatest striving 
to get into White Society, and to erase all of the backgrounds of poverty. 
It was a time when you could be the Exception, could be the One, and my 
sister was The One. But I think she is not unique—so many, many, many 
Black families have a daughter or sister who was the one who escaped 
because, you see, that was what was set up for her; she was going to be the 
one who, escaped, and the rest of us were not supposed to escape, because 
we had given our One.  
(Gates Jr. and Appiah 1993: 44) 
These women appear to have more options than their earlier 
generations- they are educated, they are not subjected to extreme 
physical abuse, they have even managed to become acceptable to 
the white world, yet the price they have to pay for their acceptance 
is the negation of their racial identity. The women in this cycle 
were also victims, not of physical violence, but of a kind of 
psychic violence that alienated them from their roots. 
The women of the second cycle are destroyed spiritually rather 
than physically, and yet there is still some movement forward, 
some hope that did not exist for the earlier generation. In this cycle, 
the women are more aware of their condition and they have greater 
opportunities for shaping their lives, although they are still 
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thwarted. The sense of ―twoness‖ that Du Bois spoke of in The 
Souls of Black Folk is evident in the lives of these women; they are 
aware of and burdened by ―double consciousness‖. The second 
cycle marks a transition in Walker‘s broadening vision for the 
potential lives of her black heroines. 
 
In an interview with Mary Helen Washington in June of 1973, 
Walker made one of the first statements about the direction and 
development of her black women characters into a third cycle: 
My women, in the future, will not burn themselves up— thats what I 
mean by coming to the end of a cycle, and understanding something to 
the end . . . now I am ready to look at women who have made the room 
larger for others to move in. . . .  I think one reason I never stay away 
from the Southern Movement is because I realise how deeply political 
changes affect the choices and life-styles of people. The Movement of 
the Sixties, Black Power, the Muslims, the Panthers… have changed 
the options of Black people generally and of Black women in particular. 
So that my women characters won‘t all end the way they have been, 
because Black women now offer varied, live models of how it is 
possible to live. We have made a new place to move… 
( Gates Jr. and Appiah 1993: 46)  
For the most part, the women of the third cycle are women of the late 
sixties, although there are some older women in Walker's fiction 
who exhibit the qualities of the developing, emergent model. 
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Greatly influenced by the political events of the sixties and the 
changes resulting from the freedom movement, these were the 
women reaching a new awareness and making the first tentative 
steps into uncharted regions. Although they were fully conscious of 
their political and psychological oppression and more capable of 
creating new options for themselves, they had to undergo a harsh 
initiation before they were ready to occupy and claim any new 
territory. Walker was herself a real-life prototype of the emergent 
black woman. In the essay ―The Civil Rights Movement: What Good 
Was It?‖ Walker speaks of herself having been called to life by that 
movement of the sixties as being called from the shadows of a world 
in which black people existed as statistics, problems, beasts of 
burden, a life that resembled death. Black women were not aware of 
the possibilities within themselves or about the possibilities in the 
larger world outside the narrow restraints of the world they inhabited. 
When Walker and other civil rights activists began the fight for their 
lives, they were beaten, jailed, but they never lost courage. In the 
same way Walker‘s fictional characters, through suffering and 
struggle, laid the groundwork for a new type of woman to emerge. 
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Ruth in The Third Life of Grange Copeland is shown emerging into a 
young woman at the same time as the civil rights movement, and 
there is a glimpse at the end of the novel of how that movement will 
affect Ruth‘s life. She becomes aware, by watching the civil rights 
activists— both women and men— that it is possible to struggle 
against the abuses of oppression. Raised in the sixties, Ruth is the 
natural inheritor of the changes taking place in social realms. 
Women in the third cycle engage not only in political activism, but 
they also embark on a quest for their roots and traditions. 
Washington says, ―As they struggle to reclaim their past and to re-
examine their relationship to the Black community, there is a 
consequent reconciliation between themselves and their cultural 
heritage and between themselves and Black men‖ (qtd in Gates Jr. 
and Appiah 1993: 47). In Meridian for example, the cyclical process 
is clearly defined in the life of the main character, Meridian Hill, 
who evolves from a woman trapped by racial and sexual oppression 
to a revolutionary figure, effecting action and strategy to bring 
freedom to herself and other poor disenfranchised blacks in the 
South. Other third-cycle women depicted in Walker‘s works follow a 
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certain pattern: They begin existence in a numb state, deadened, 
insensible to a life beyond poverty and degradation; they are 
awakened to life by a powerful political force; in discovering and 
expanding their creativity, there is a consequent effort to 
reintegrate themselves into their culture in order to rediscover its 
value. From the invisible and passive women of the ‗suspended‘ 
cycle, the women in this cycle, grow to be more creative, more 
visible, more fully realized, and increasingly more complex. They 
aim at achieving ―wholeness‖ in personal, political, societal and 
spiritual spheres. 
The present study shows the process of evolution from a 
―suspended state‖ into an ―emergent‖ one of the female characters 
in the two novels of Walker. Entitled ―Celebrating Black 
Womanhood: A Study of Alice Walker‘s The Color Purple and 
Now is the Time to Open Your Heart‖, the dissertation has been 
divided into three chapters besides an Introduction and a 
Conclusion. The ―Introduction‖ introduces Alice Walker as an 
important African American writer and provides brief contextual 
information. It traces the stages through which women characters 
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of Walker goes through, how they confront and overcome 
oppression in their lives.  
The first chapter entitled ―Black Feminism and Alice Walker‖ is a 
long one and pays attention to the limitations of white feminism 
and traces the emergence of Black Feminism and explores the 
dynamics involved in its shaping in the presence of overwhelming 
injustice and stereotyping. Tracing the fundamental processes and 
institutions that led to the ‗othering‘ of the African Americans, the 
chapter mainly focusses on Alice Walker‘s achievement as a writer 
and explores her concept of womanism. The chapter gives a 
detailed account of how Walker brought a racialized and often 
class-located experience to the gendered experience. It reveals how 
womanism celebrates blackness, black roots, takes note of the 
aspirations of black people and presents black womanhood as a site 
of courage and development. 
The second chapter entitled ―The Color Purple: Quest for Identity‖ 
looks at the novel in the light of Alice Walker‘s theoretical 
formulations. It is analyzed with specific attention to the ways in 
which the novel could be called a womanist novel which discovers 
and celebrates wholeness and vindicates Alice Walker‘s views as a 
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womanist. It explores the multidimensional kinships developed 
among various women in the novel and traces their journeys of 
self-discovery and self-realization. Celie, the central character of 
the novel is shown to evolve from an invisible and passive woman 
of the ‗suspended cycle‘ to a creative, visible and fully realized 
woman of the ‗emergent‘ cycle. 
Focussing upon Now is the Time to Open Your Heart (2004), the 
third chapter titled ―Now is the Time to Open Your Heart: Odyssey 
of the Self‖ analyses the novel as a womanist text in which she 
depicts the achievement of female wholeness by the central 
protagonist. Walker illuminates her philosophical and spiritual 
stances regarding the world‘s deficiencies and how to heal them. 
This chapter also deals with the practical implications of Walker‘s 
womanist theory in which the protagonist goes on a journey of self-
discovery which transforms her life. 
The ―Conclusion‖ sums up Walker‘s achievement as a writer who 
is highly conscious of her role as a harbinger of change. It focuses 
on the kind of work that Walker is doing and locates her as a 


























he phrase ―Women‘s Liberation‖ which was first used in the 
United States in 1964 set out to identify, expose, and 
subvert the long standing gender stereotypes that had been used to 
dominate and subordinate women.  Central to the theory of 
feminism was how terms like ―woman,‖ ―female,‖ and ―feminine‖ 
are construed or misconstrued.  The pioneer women in the US 
suffragist movement spoke of and fought for women‘s rights, using 
the term ‗woman‘ to signify all women.  What they failed to 
recognize was that their notion of womanhood was modelled on 
the experiences and problems of a small percentage of females 
who, like them, were almost exclusively white, middle-class, and 
relatively well-educated.  However, the assumption that middle-
class white women‘s experiences represented all women‘s 
experiences was not only made by the early Suffragists, but 
continued to shape the ideal of womanhood well into the second 
wave of the American feminist movement and beyond. 
T 
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In The Problem That Has No Name, Betty Friedan exposed the 
hidden frustrations of women who were bought into the ―mystique 
of feminine fulfillment‖ (Friedan 1963:18). Trading their career 
ambitions for the promised bliss of marriage, motherhood, and 
domesticity, many women found themselves trapped and isolated 
behind white picket fences in what Friedan described as the 
―housewife‘s syndrome‖ (Friedan 1963:20).  But Friedan failed to 
recognize that this syndrome affected only a certain minority of 
women— namely, those who were white, middle-class, and often 
highly educated, like herself.   She did not realize that the binary 
and complimentary gender divisions she assumed, woman as 
breadmaker and man as breadwinner, were built upon a racialized 
patriarchy that excluded colored women and more so black 
women, the poor, and immigrants from this ―mystique of 
femininity.‖   It was these women who would be called upon to 
leave their children and homes to care for the children and homes 
of the white women who had successfully ―liberated‖ themselves 
from domesticity to voluntarily enter into the work force. 
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Discounting the lives of women of color by assuming that the 
experiences of white women were representative of the lives of all 
women, Friedan imagines a unity among women‘s experiences that 
simply does not exist.  One of the most vocal critics of the 
women‘s liberation movement has been the African-American 
feminist, and intellectual Gloria Jean Watkins (who uses the 
pseudonym ―bell hooks‖) who argues that this ideal of gender 
solidarity is built upon an assumption of sameness that is supported 
by the idea that there exists a common oppression of patriarchy 
around which women must rally. ―The idea of ‗common 
oppression‘ was a false and corrupt platform disguising and 
mystifying the true nature of women‘s varied and complex social 
reality‖ (hooks 2000:44). This complexity is especially disclosed in 
the lives of black women who must contend with multiple and 
overlapping forms of oppressions–including oppression by white 
women, who fail to acknowledge the different struggles 
confronting women who are not like them. 
While feminists talked about the necessity of building a mass-
based feminist movement, there was no sound foundation on which 
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to structure this movement. The feminist movement was not only 
structured on a narrow platform, it primarily called attention to 
issues relevant primarily to white women and thereby completely 
ignored black women. bell hooks says:  
[Black women] needed theory mapping thought and strategy for a 
mass-based movement, theory that would examine our culture from a 
feminist standpoint rooted in an understanding of gender, race, and 
class.  
(hooks 2000: xii) 
Tension arose during the late 1960s and early 1970s as non-
white women argued that Feminism was predominantly white and 
middle class, and did not understand and was not concerned 
with race issues. Neither Civil Rights movement nor Black 
Nationalist movement confronted the issues that concerned black 
women specifically; in fact, black women were being 
systematically ignored by these movements. 
Black women could not relate completely to the mainstream 
Anglo-American feminist movement, although it was self-evident 
that in some respects white and black feminism were related. 
Obviously, both criticized the Western culture generally, and the 
Western canon more particularly, for being patriarchal.  Yet, many 
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black women considered the mainstream feminist movement 
narrow and elitist. bell hooks says: 
Every Black person concerned about our collective survival must 
acknowledge that sexism is a destructive force in Black life that cannot 
be effectively addressed without an organized political movement to 
change consciousness, behavior and institutions. What we need is a 
feminist revolution in Black life. But to have such a revolution, we 
must first have a feminist movement. Many Black folks do not know 
what the word feminism means. They may think of it only as 
something having to do with white women‘s desire to share equal 
rights with white men. In reality, feminism is a movement to end all 
sexism and sexist oppression. The strategies necessary to achieve that 
end are many. We need to find ways to address the specific forms that 
sexism takes in our diverse communities. 
(hooks 1992: 124) 
Black women explicitly refute the suggestion that there is 
something as ―the female consciousness‖ or ―the female 
experience‖. As Barbara Christian says: 
For we now confronted the revelations we always knew, that there is 
both a She and there are many she‘s. And that sometimes, in our work 
we seemed to reduce the both-and to either-or. That revelation made 
itself felt strongly in the exclusion that women of color protested when 
Woman was defined(…). The awareness that we too seek to 
homogenize the world of our Sisters, to fix ourselves in boxes and 
categories through jargon, theory, abstraction, is upon us. 
(Gates Jr.1990:49) 
6 
Even though there certainly was something white and black women 
had in common being women, it was something totally different to 
be black and female. The double marginalization that was implied 
by being a black woman called for a feminist theory that ―seeks to 
explore representations of black women‘s lives through 
techniques of analysis which suspend the variables of race, class, 
and gender in mutually interrogative relation‖ (Smith 1997:318). 
Or, as hooks argues: 
We are in need of more feminist scholarship which addresses a wide 
variety of issues in Black life (mothering, Black masculinity, the 
relationship between gender and homicide, poverty, the crisis of Black 
womanhood, connections between health and our conceptions of the 
body, sexuality, media, etc.) - work that could have transformative impact 
on our future.  
(hooks 1989:56) 
Such a specific black feminist movement, according to hooks, will 
not cause a division among blacks - as many black men fear - but 
will instead bring their liberation closer. ―A feminist movement 
that addresses the needs of black women, men and children can 
strengthen our bonds with one another, deepen our sense of 
community and further Black liberation‖ (hooks, 1992:124). 
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The feminist movement was further criticized as being concerned 
only with the class interests and betterment of middle-class white 
women. In Michelle Wallace‘s article, ―Anger in Isolation: A 
Black Feminist‘s Search for Sisterhood‖, she attacks the point that 
the women‘s movement, ―enlists the support of black women to 
build credibility‖ (Sheftall 1995:225). bell hooks in her book, 
Feminist Theory: From Margin To Center  contends that, ―a central 
tenet in modern feminist thought has been the assertion that ‗all 
women are oppressed‘‖(2000:5). hooks describes the emphasis 
on common oppression as a strategy less influenced by 
politicization, than by appropriation. This assertion implies that 
women share a common lot, that factors like class, race, and sexual 
preference, etc. do not create any diversity of experience which can 
determine the extent to which sexism will be an oppressive force. 
Sexism as a system of domination is institutionalized, but it has 
never determined in an absolute way the fate of all women in this 
society. ―Being oppressed means the absence of choices‖ (hooks 
2000:5). This movement played a vital role in undermining and 
marginalizing black women‘s struggles, struggles inherently linked 
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as triple oppressors. It was said to define oppression as stemming 
from unitary rather than systemic factors. Deborah K. King states 
that this monist or individualistic approach of examining oppressors 
tries to minimize important social relations that act as oppressors, 
breaking them down and dealing with them in solitary terms like, 
―the economy, state, culture, or gender‖, terms that view 
oppression singularly, rather than systemic (Sheftall 1995: 299-
300). This monistic approach refuses to recognize the interplay of 
various oppressions, a concept fundamental to the black female 
experience. hooks, in her book, Ain't I A Woman, arrives at the 
conclusion that, ―the women‘s movement had not drawn black 
and white women closer together, instead it exposed the fact that 
white women were not willing to relinquish their support of white 
supremacy to support the issues of all women‖ (1981:136). It means 
that white women refused to let go of their white privilege in order to 
align themselves with the struggles of all women. The white women 
felt it was ―their‖ movement, a medium through which they would 
voice their grievances against society. They urged black women to 
join ―their‖ movement, but in their writings, their attitudes towards 
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them were both racist and sexist. From Betty Friedan‘s The 
Feminine Mystique to Barbara Berg‘s The Remembered Gate and to 
publications like Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist 
Feminism, edited by Zillah Eisenstein, most white female writers 
who considered themselves feminist revealed in their writing that 
they had been socialized to accept and perpetuate racist ideology. 
Therefore, out of this marginalization black women forged their 
own terms and ideologies, the black feminist movement. Black 
feminism was created in order to focus on the specific issues that 
affect and shape the lives of black women. The black feminist 
discourse of the 1970s made abundantly clear that the word woman 
as used in the discourse of the Women‘s Liberation movement 
could not possibly encompass both black and white women. Toni 
Morrison, in her essay ―What the Black Woman Thinks about 
Women‘s Lib,‖ remarked that the difference between the 
bathroom signs ―White Ladies‖ and ―Colored Women‖ seemed to 
her ―an eminently satisfactory one.‖ ―Ladies‖ signified the white 
middle-class female's softness, helplessness, and inactivity, as 
opposed to the tough, capable independence of black ―women‖ 
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(Dubey 1994:15). Morrison implied that these opposed notions of 
feminity largely explained the inability of black and white women 
to find common cause as ―sisters‖ in oppression. So the Black 
Feminist Movement grew out of, and in response to, the Black 
Liberation Movement and the Women‘s Movement. It aimed at 
meeting the needs of black women who felt they were being sexually 
oppressed in the Black Liberation Movement and racially oppressed in 
the Women‘s Movement.  
Black women who participated in the Black Liberation Movement 
and the Women‘s Movement were often discriminated against 
sexually and racially. Even though neither all the black men nor all the 
white women in their respective movements were sexist and racist, but 
enough of those with powerful influence were able to make the lives 
of the black women in these groups almost intolerable.  Black 
women who participated in the feminist movement during the 1960s 
often became a target of racism. It generally took the form of 
exclusion: black women were not invited to participate on conference 
panels which were not specifically about black or Third World 
women. They were not equally, or even  proportionately, represented 
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on the faculty of Women‘s Studies Departments, nor were there 
classes devoted specifically to the study of black women's history. The 
experiences of white, middle class women were described as universal 
―women‘s experiences‖ in most women‘s movement writings, largely 
ignoring the differences of black and white women‘s experiences due 
to race and class. Besides, well-known black women were often 
treated as tokens; their work was accepted as representing ―the‖ black 
experience and was rarely ever criticized or challenged. Part of the 
frustration black women felt within the Women‘s Movement was at 
white feminists‘ unwillingness to admit to their racism. This 
unwillingness came from the sentiment that those who are oppressed 
cannot oppress others. White women who were unquestionably 
sexually oppressed by white men, believed that because of this 
oppression they were unable to assume the dominant role in the 
perpetuation of white racism. However, they absorbed, supported 
and advocated racist ideology and have acted individually as racist 
oppressors. By tradition, women‘s sphere of influence extended 
over the home, and it was no coincidence that in 1963, seven 
times as many black women as white women were employed as 
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private household workers. It has been the tendency of white 
feminists to see men as the ―enemy,‖ rather than themselves, as part 
of the patriarchal, racist, and classist society in which they all lived. 
Not only did some white feminists refuse to acknowledge their 
ability to oppress black women, some claimed that white women 
had always been anti-racist. Adrienne Rich claims, ―our white 
foresisters have ... often [defied] patriarchy ... not on their own 
behalf but for the sake of black men, women, and children. We 
have a strong anti-racist female tradition,‖ (qtd in hooks 1981:125) 
however, as bell hooks points out ―[t]here is little historical 
evidence to document Rich‘s assertion that white women as a 
collective group or white women‘s rights advocates are part of an 
anti-racist tradition‖ (hooks 1981: 125). While they strongly 
advocated an end to slavery, they never advocated a change in the 
racial hierarchy that allowed their caste status to be higher than 
that of black women or men. Every women‘s movement in the 
United States had been built on a racist foundation: women‘s 
suffrage for white women, the abolition of slavery for the 
strengthening of white society, the temperance movement for the 
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moral uplifting of white society. None of these movements was 
for black liberation or racial equality, rather, they sprang from a 
desire to strengthen white society‘s morals or to uplift the place of 
white women in that society. 
 Black feminism expressed resistance to the exclusion of race issues 
from the outline of the modern women‘s movement. The center of 
this thought focused on pertinent issues defining the black female 
experience that had been earlier disregarded by the women‘s 
movement. Black women came together to form their own 
organizations which focused on various issues in their lives. Black 
Feminist Movement marks its ―birth‖ with the 1973 founding of the 
National Black Feminist Organization in New York. 
Black women established agendas dealing with several themes, 
according to Gloria T. Hull and Barbara Smith, in the introductory 
chapter, ―The Politics of Black Women‘s Studies‖, in the book, All 
the Women are White, All the Blacks are Men, But Some of Us Are 
Brave. These themes included the necessity of ―black feminism‘s 
total commitment to the liberation of black women and it‘s 
recognition of black women as valuable and complex human 
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beings‖ (1982: xxi). Black feminist thought included other 
important tenets like the political awareness of how race, class, and 
gender work together as oppressive forces. Barbara Smith states in 
her article, ―Some Home Truths of the Contemporary Black 
Feminist Movement‖, that ―the concept of the simultaneity of 
oppression is the crux of a black feminist understanding of political 
reality‖ (Sheftall 1995: 260). In other words, the basis of black 
feminist thought consisted of the personal and political awareness 
of how race, class, and gender work simultaneously as oppressors. 
Feminist thinkers engaged in radically revisioning central tenets of 
feminist thought were to continually emphasize the importance of 
sex, race and class as factors which together determined the social 
construction of femaleness. Much feminist consciousness-raising 
had in the past focused on identifying the particular ways men 
oppress and exploit women. Using the paradigm of sex, race, and 
class meant that the focus did not begin with men and what they do 
to women, but rather with women working to identify both 
individually and collectively the specific character of the social 
identity. hooks further remarks,  
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Working collectively to confront difference, to expand our awareness 
of sex, race, and class and interlocking systems of domination,… is the 
context in which we learn the true meaning of solidarity…  Only when 
we confront the realities of sex, race, and class,… will we able to 
participate in the making of feminist revolution, in the transformation 
of the world. 
(hooks 1989: 25) 
Devaluation of black womanhood after slavery ended was a 
conscious, deliberate effort on the part of whites to sabotage 
mounting black female self-confidence and self-respect. In Black 
Women in White America, Gerda Lerner discusses the ―complex 
system of supportive mechanisms and sustaining myths‖ (hooks 
1981: 59) white women and men established to encourage sexual 
exploitation of black women and to ensure no change would occur 
in their social status. ―Systematic devaluation of black womanhood 
was not simply a direct consequence of race hatred, it was a 
calculated method of social control‖ (hooks 1981:59). bell hooks 
references the use of social structures utilized to degrade black 
women as a means of social control. The specific oppressions 
African American women have experienced have historically tried 
to debase their characters. In other words, black women have been 
defined and categorized in dehumanizing terms, terms employed to 
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attack the essence of black women‘s sense of personal integrity and 
self worth. Various writers argue that historically black women 
have been stereotyped as sex objects and breeders and that black 
women‘s personal growth has been impeded by the continuing 
myths of the black matriarchy, a myth accusing black women of 
emasculating black men. In Linda LaRue‘s article, ― The Black 
Movement and Women‘s Liberation‖, LaRue argues that concepts 
like the myth of the matriarchy and the emasculating black female 
have been utilized for the sole purpose of ―making the black 
woman feel ashamed of her strength‖ (Sheftall 1995:171). Besides 
defaming the black woman‘s character and esteem has been the 
systematic attempt to discredit black women‘s ability to define 
their life experiences in their own words. Carol Boyce-Davies, in 
the book Moving Beyond Boundaries: International Dimensions of 
Black Women's Writing argues, ―There have been systematic 
attempts to discredit us as credible representatives of ourselves‖ 
(1994: 4). Writers like Davies explain how black women's lives had 
been defined by specific oppressions and social controls aimed at 
defaming their characters, discrediting their voices, and eliminating 
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their personal strengths. 
As a literary approach, feminism characteristically seek to validate 
women‘s literature, especially kinds of writing that have been 
marginalized or altogether excluded from the male-centered literary 
canon, to explore differences between masculine and feminine 
styles of writing, to encourage the realistic representation of 
women‘s experience, to reject essentialist views of gender, and to 
develop a literature that offers role models for women. The process 
of correcting the portrayal of black women has involved both the 
creative writer and the scholar-critic; and one of the refreshing 
aspects is not only the reappraisal of Phillis Wheatley or the 
rediscovery of Zora Neale Hurston, but also a deepening realization 
of the role that black women, both known and unknown, have 
historically played in building the institution of Black literature. 
I see a greater and greater commitment among black women writers to 
understand self, multiplied in terms of the community, the community 
multiplied in terms of the nation, and the nation multiplied in terms of 
the world. You have to understand what your place as an individual is 
and the place of the person who is close to you. You have to 
understand the space between you before you can understand more 
complex or larger groups. 
- Alexis De Veau (qtd in Christian 1997:171) 
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However diverse the situation and the time of writing, black 
people‘s experiences ―of Africa, the transatlantic or Middle 
Passage, slavery, Southern plantation tradition, emancipation, 
Reconstruction, post-Reconstruction, Northern migration, 
urbanization, and racism - have produced a residue of shared 
memories and frames of reference‖ (Bell 1987:5). As the black 
community evolved socially and politically, their writing also 
evolved. Black women writers also used writing to document their 
experiences. Writers like Phillis Wheatley, Nella Larsen, Jessie 
Fauset, to name a few, used their works to assert a female selfhood.   
Later, writers like Paule Marshall, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, 
Toni Cade Bambara, and Gayl Jones not only defined their cultural 
context as a distinctly Afro-American one, but also probed many 
facets of the interrelationship of sexism and racism in their society. 
Not only did they demonstrate the fact that sexism existed in black 
communities, but also challenged the prevailing definition of 
woman in American society, especially in relation to motherhood 
and sexuality. And they insisted not only on the centrality of black 
women to Afro-American history, but also on their pivotal 
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significance to present-day social and political developments in 
America. Among these contemporary writers, Alice Walker is 
recognized as one of the leading voices. Her works are praised for 
their insightful portraits of black life, in particular the experience of 
black women in a sexist and racist society.  
Walker published a collection of essays entitled In Search of Our 
Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose in 1983. The book is a memoir 
of Walker‘s experiences and observations of African American 
women‘s culture and continues her exploration of the hidden truths 
defining female wholeness. With this collection of what Walker 
herself calls ―womanist prose‖ she affirms her reputation as a black 
feminist, coining the term ―Womanism‖ to refer to black feminism. 
She describes a womanist as ―a black feminist or feminist of 
color.‖ For her, a womanist is a black feminist who is ―committed 
to survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female‖ 
(Walker 1983: xi). The designation ―womanist‖ and the ideologies 
it represents spread Walker‘s influence beyond literary circles and 
into the domain of African American religious culture. The term 
was adopted by prominent African American theologians such as 
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Katie Cannon (Black Womanist Ethics,1988) and Renita J. Weems 
(Just a Sister Away, 1988) as well as renowned ministers like 
Prathia Hall Wynn of Philadelphia and Ella Pearson Mitchell of the 
Interdenominational Theological Center in Atlanta, Georgia.  
Considered America‘s most gifted and influential writer, Alice 
Walker‘s work is diverse in subject matter and varied in form. Her 
creative vision is rooted in the economic hardships, racial 
prejudices and folk wisdom of African American life and culture. 
Centered around the struggles of African American women, her 
writing explores the multidimensional kinships among women and 
their journeys of self discovery and development. Growing up in a 
sharecropper family in Eatonton, Georgia, Walker had a first-hand 
experience of the southern atmosphere in which black vernacular 
was prominent and slavery and oppression prevailed. The 
experience of a disfigurement in her childhood also profoundly 
influenced her life, leading her into a self-imposed isolation. She 
remarks: 
I believe...that it was from this period – from my solitary, lonely    
position, the position of an outcast – that I began really to see people 
and things, really to notice relationships and to learn to be patient 
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enough to care about how they turned out...I retreated into solitude, 
and read stories and began to write poems.   
(Walker 1983: 244-45) 
Her self-imposed alienation, coupled with her fear of becoming 
totally blind, encouraged the young girl to monitor people and 
relationships closely to discover the inner truths masked by 
facades. Walker used her blinded eye as a filter through which to 
look beyond the surface of African American women‘s existence, 
and discovered that she cared both about the pain and spiritual 
decay she found hidden there. Walker commented that as a 
southern black growing up in a poor rural community, she 
possessed the benefit of ―double vision.‖ She explained in In 
Search...:  
Not only is the [black southern writer] in a position to see his own 
world, and its close community...but also he is capable of knowing, 
with remarkable silent accuracy, the people who make up the larger 
world that surrounds and suppresses his own.  
(Walker 1983: 19) 
Themes like racism and sexism, the role of the artist, the relation 
between art and life, the process towards spiritual health and self-
definition of the characters and environmental issues are dealt with 
throughout her writings comprising novels, short stories, poems 
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and essays. She also often incorporates autobiographical elements 
in her works and depicts the political, social and moral conditions 
of the South. Once, a volume of poems marked Walker‘s debut as a 
distinctive and talented writer. Barbara Christian remarks that 
already in Once, Walker displayed what would become a feature of 
both her future poetry and fiction, an ―unwavering honesty in 
evoking the forbidden, either in political stances or in love‖ (qtd in 
Shukla 2007: 201). Although showing a special preference for ―the 
oppressions, the insanities, the loyalties, and the triumphs of black 
women‖ she herself says that she is ―preoccupied with the spiritual 
survival, the survival whole of [her] people‖ (Walker 1983: 250). 
 Alice Walker takes pride in the relationships and continuities 
developed from within a matrilineal tradition of writing. For 
Walker, women such as Gwendolyn Brooks and Zora Neale 
Hurston were foremothers from whom she and other African 
American women writers could learn and grow. Although both 
these writers were important to Walker and her creative vision, 
Hurston was an icon for her, representing tremendous literary 
achievement and courage. Walker also journeyed to Florida in 
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1973 in search of the writer‘s past where she found and marked 
Hurston‘s neglected gravesite with a headstone. Walker took the 
initiative of saving African American women writers from the dark 
recesses of oblivion. ―It was, rather, a duty I accepted as naturally 
mine --- as a black person, a woman, and a writer --- because Zora 
was dead and I, for the time being, was alive‖ (Walker 1983:87). 
The preservation of black culture is a theme throughout Walker‘s 
work, and her women characters forge important links to maintain 
continuity in both personal relationships and communities. 
According to Barbara T. Christian in Dictionary of Literary 
Biography, Walker is concerned with ―heritage‖ which to Walker 
―is not so much the grand sweep of history or artifact created as it 
is the relations of people to each other, young to old, parent to 
child, man to woman‖ (qtd in Shukla 2007: 152). Walker admired 
the struggle of black women throughout history to maintain an 
essential spirituality and creativity in their lives, and their 
achievements serve as an inspiration to others. In In Search..., 
Walker writes: 
We must fearlessly pull out of ourselves and look at and identify with 
our lives the living creativity some of our great- grandmothers were 
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not allowed to know. I stress some of them because it is well known 
that the majority of our great-grandmothers knew, even without 
knowing it, the reality of their spirituality, even if they didn‘t recognize 
it beyond what happened in the singing at church –and they never had 
any intention of giving it up. 
(qtd in Shukla 2007:  152-53) 
Walker‘s essays often stress the importance of ancestral heritage in 
bridging the gap between the past, present, and future, and in 
sustaining the development of a whole, temporally unified self. 
Many of the essays collected in In Search..., and especially the title 
essay, underscore the special significance of the maternal ancestor 
for black women, ―How simple a thing it seems to me that to know 
ourselves as we are, we must know our mothers‘ name‖ (Walker 
1983: 276). These essays repeatedly deploy maternal metaphors to 
authorize a new black feminine paradigm of cultural transmission. 
Mary Helen Washington, in 1979, described Walker as an 
―apologist and spokeswoman for black women‖ (Gates Jr. and 
Appiah 1993: 37) and in an essay published in 1984, Bettye Parker 
Smith argued that Walker‘s ―cause is the liberation of black 
womanhood‖ (qtd in Dubey 1994: 110). From whatever aspect one 
investigates the work of Alice Walker, it is clear that the special 
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identifying mark of her writing is her concern for the lives of black 
women. In her interview with John O‘Brien, she says, ―I believe in 
listening – to a person, the sea, the wind, the trees, but especially to 
young black women whose rocky road I am still travelling‖ 
(Walker 1983: 345). Her sense of personal identification with black 
women, moreover, includes a sense of sharing their peculiar 
oppression. Throughout the interview, Walker spoke of her own 
awareness of and experiences with brutality and violence in the 
lives of black women, many of whom she had known as a girl.  
She recounts an episode in her mother‘s life in her essay ―The Civil 
Rights Movement: What Good Was It?‖ that underscores her 
sensitivity to the peculiar oppression of black women. She saw her 
mother, a woman with a heavy body and swollen feet, a maid in the 
house of white women for forty years, having raised eight children 
turn to the stories of white men and women on television soap 
operas to satisfy her yearnings for a better life: 
My mother, a truly great woman who raised eight children of her own 
and half a dozen of the neighbours‘ without a single complaint – was 
convinced that she did not exist compared to ‗them.‘ She subordinated 
her souls to theirs and became a faithful and timid supporter of the 
‗Beautiful White People.‘ Once she asked me in a moment of vicarious 
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pride and despair, if I didn‘t think that ‗they‘ were ‗jest naturally 
smarter, prettier, better.‘....Black was not a color on my mother; it was 
a shield that made her invisible.  
(Walker 1983: 123-124) 
Walker understands what W. E. B. Du Bois called ―double 
consciousness‖—the self-estrangement resulting from competing 
allegiances in racial or ethnic terms to being black and being 
American. ―This sense of always looking at one‘s self through the 
eyes of others, of measuring one‘s soul by the tape of a world that 
looks on in amused contempt and pity,‖ (Du Bois 2005: 7) creates 
its own particular kind of disfigurement in the lives of black 
women resulting in the mutilation of the spirit and the body. 
Washington remarks:  
Though Walker does not neglect to deal with the external realities of 
poverty, exploitation, and discrimination, her stories, novels, and poem 
most often focus on the intimate reach of the inner lives of her 
characters; the landscape of her stories is the spiritual realm where the 
soul yearns for what it does not have.  
(Gates Jr. and Appiah 1993: 38) 
In her stories in In Love and Trouble, Walker makes a conscious 
effort to explore the imaginings, dreams, rituals and the 
subconscious of black women which contains their accumulated 
collective reality.  
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One essential link to the historical and psychological threads of her 
ancestors‘ lives was the stories passed on to her by her mother, 
stories which Walker absorbed through years of listening to her 
mother. The oral stories are often the basis for her own stories, as 
are the lives and stories of people she grew up with in Eatonton, 
Georgia.  
Walker‘s compassion for oppressed women is reflected in all her 
writings; even in a very brief review of a book of poetry by a 
woman who calls herself ―Ai,‖ Walker exhibits her instinctive 
concern for the experiences of women. She finds the pen name Ai 
appealing because of the image of woman it suggests, 
And one is glad she chose ―Ai‖ as her name because it is like a cry. If I 
close my eyes and say the word (the sound) to myself, it is to see a 
woman raising an ax, to see a woman crying out in childbirth or 
abortion, to see a woman surrendering to a man who is oblivious to the 
sound of her true – as opposed to given – name. 
(Gates Jr. and Appiah 1993: 39) 
Raising an ax, crying out in childbirth or abortion, surrendering to 
a man who is oblivious to her real name – these are the kinds of 
images which most often appear in Walker‘s writing and have 
prompted the critic Carolyn Fowler to say that Walker has the true 
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gift of revealing the authentic ―Heart of Woman‖ (Gates Jr. and 
Appiah 1993: 39) in her stories.  
Walker‘s women characters display strength, endurance, and 
resourcefulness in confronting – and overcoming – oppression in 
their lives, yet Walker is frank in depicting the often devastating 
circumstances of the ―twin afflictions‖ of racism and sexism. 
Walker mainly connects the racism black women face to the 
mainstream, white feminists, who ―[reveal] themselves as 
incapable as white and black men of comprehending blackness and 
feminism in the same body, not to mention in the same 
imagination‖ (Walker 1983: 374). She further says: 
It is, apparently, inconvenient, if not downright mind straining, for 
white women scholars to think of black women as women, perhaps 
because ‗woman‘ (like ―man‖ among white males) is a name they are 
claiming for themselves, and themselves alone. Racism decrees that if 
they are now women (years ago they were ladies, but fashions change) 
then black women must, perforce, be something else. (While they were 
‗ladies,‘ black women could be ‗women,‘ and so on).  
(Walker 1983: 376) 
―Black women are called, in the folklore that so aptly identifies 
one‘s status in society, ‗the mule of the world,‘ because we have 
been handed the burdens that everyone else – everyone else – 
29 
refused to carry,‖ (Walker 1983: 237) Explaining her thematic 
concerns to an interviewer, she said:  
I am preoccupied with the spiritual survival, the survival whole of my 
people, but beyond that, I am committed to exploring the oppressions, 
the insanities, the loyalties, and the triumphs of black women . . . For 
me, black women are the most fascinating creations in the world. Next 
to them, I place the old people – male and female – who persist in their 
beauty inspite of everything. 
(Walker 1983: 251-52). 
Consistent with this concern for the wholeness of both males and 
females and celebration of ―courageous or wilful‖ black women, 
Walker calls herself a womanist rather than a feminist. 
By coining a new term ―Womanism,‖ she goes a step further in 
emphasizing the uniqueness of black women. The main reason why 
womanism was a step forward from feminism is because while the 
latter was a movement/ philosophy aiming for equality, the former 
was about achieving ―personal and communal wholeness.‖ This 
striving for becoming a ―whole‖ person unites all the aspects of 
Walker‘s womanism as reflected in her works. Womanism brought 
a racialized and often class – located experience to the gendered 
experience suggested by feminism. 
The term womanism, coined by Walker, may be interpreted as an 
attempt to integrate black nationalism into feminism, to articulate a 
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distinctively black feminism that shares some of the objectives of black 
nationalist ideology.  
(Dubey 1994:107) 
It also reflected a link with history that included African cultural 
heritage, enslavement, women‘s culture, and a kinship with other 
women, especially black women. As Walker told the Times:  
Feminism (all colors) definitely teaches women they are capable, one 
reason for its universal appeal. In addition to this, womanist (i.e black 
feminist) tradition assumes, because of our experiences during slavery, 
that black women are capable.  
(qtd in Chakranarayan and Shahida 2005: 29) 
Walker‘s womanism is but one of the many concrete forms black 
feminism has taken throughout the years. While the liberation of 
the entire black community is the ostensible goal of black 
nationalism, Walker‘s fiction exposes the ways in which the 
nationalist conception of community implicitly marginalizes the 
concerns of black women. Walker‘s first novel, The Third Life of 
Grange Copeland (1970), was highly controversial when 
published, precisely because it unveiled the brutal sexual 
oppression of black women by black men that obstructed the 
―survival and wholeness‖ of the entire black community. In an 
afterword to the novel, Walker confessed that The Third Life... was 
31 
―an incredibly difficult novel to write‖ because it highlighted 
―violence among black people‖ at a time when ―all black people… 
were enduring massive psychological and physical violence from 
white supremacists‖ (Dubey 1994:107).  
Alice Walker chose to call her concept of feminism ‗womanism‘ 
because she felt it suits her particular circumstances. She notes in 
the New York Times Magazine in 1984: 
I don‘t choose womanism because it is ‗better‘ than feminism...I 
choose it because I prefer the sound, the feel, the fit of it; because I 
cherish the spirit of the women...the word calls to mind...I dislike 
having to add a color in order to become visible, as in ‗black feminist.‘ 
Womanism gives us a word of our own.  
(qtd in Chakranarayan and Shahida 2005: 28) 
She simply saw womanism as a complement to the feminist 
movement; a womanist, according to Walker, is a feminist of color 
or black feminist. However, it is pertinent to mention that 
womanism, while focussing on the female, does not negate the 
significance and necessity of the male gender. The womanist 
movement gave black women a means of speaking on gender 
issues without attacking black men. In relation to the survival of 
the black community, issues such as gender equality were 
addressed in a more complete way by womanism than feminism. 
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The intention is not to reciprocate oppressive behaviour against the 
males who often attempt to dominate females; the purpose is to 
recognize wrongdoing, evoke change, and move forward as a 
community – male and female – while specifically celebrating the 
strength, fortitude, and progress of the female. Although Walker 
stated that a womanist is a black feminist, she insisted that a black 
feminist as womanist talks back to feminism, brings new demands 
and different perspectives to feminism, and compels the expansion 
of feminist horizons theoretically and practically. Womanism was 
soon adopted by, and often used in the description of African 
American women‘s struggle for self – determination and 
community, past and present. Womanism helped give visibility to 
the experience of African Americans who had always been on the 
forefront of movements to overthrow the sexual and racial caste 
systems, yet had always been marginalized or rendered invisible in 
history texts, the media, and mainstream movements led by 
European American Feminists or male civil rights leaders. Walker 
made clear that womanism was not intended to criticize the 
existing term or to narrow its range of reference, but to shed light 
on women‘s experience by increasing the number and richness of 
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words describing it. As Walker explained in an interview:  
Womanist literally includes man within it, just as an embryo is 
enclosed by a woman‘s body; its a matter of whether or not a man can 
deal with that. Furthermore, I dislike having to add a color in order to 
become visible – a white feminist doesn‘t have to say white feminist. 
(Online) 
Walker‘s construction of womanism and the different meanings 
she invested it with was an attempt to situate the black woman in 
history and culture and at the same time rescue her from the 
negative and inaccurate stereotyping that plagues her in American 
society. Walker inscribed the black woman as a knowing/thinking 
subject who is always in pursuit of knowledge, wanting to know 
more and in greater depth than is considered ‗good‘ for one, thus 
interrogating the epistemological exclusions she endured in 
intellectual life in general and feminist scholarship in particular. 
She also highlighted the black woman‘s agency, strength, 
capability, and independence. Womanism presented an alternative 
for black women by framing their survival in the context of the 
survival of their community where the fate of women and that of 
men were inextricably linked. As Patricia Hill Collins aptly notes: 
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Many black women view feminism as a movement that at best, is 
exclusively for women, and, at worst, dedicated to attacking or 
eliminating men . . . Womanism seemingly supplies a way for black 
women to address gender – oppression without attacking black men.  
(Collins 2001:11) 
Black womanhood, since the times of slavery, was destroyed, 
distorted, dismantled and abused with racial, sexual and inhuman 
practices by black men and white men and women. In the process, 
they lost their genuine ―self‖ and saw themselves through the eyes 
of white men and women and black men and which ultimately 
destroyed and dehumanized them. They looked upon themselves as 
chattels and were called the ―mules of the world‖ (Walker 1983: 
237). Jean Toomer referred to them as ―the exquisite butterflies 
trapped in an evil honey‖ (Walker 1983: 232). The task of the 
black womanist writers, therefore, was to give back to black 
women their own black woman self, their beauty, physical and 
sexual strength, motherhood, sisterhood, wifehood, etc. At the 
same time, the need was to educate them and make them aware of 
the need to recover from psychological and mental traumas of 
inferiority; which was possible only if their wholeness as women 
was restored. 
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Walker prefers ―womanist‖ to ―feminist‖ on the grounds that it 
sounds stronger and more inclusive. Continuing to defend the word 
she writes that it is  
a word that said more than that they choose women over men. More 
than that they choose to live separate from men. In fact, to be 
consistent with black cultural values (which, whatever their 
shortcomings, still have considerable worth) it would have to be a 
word that affirmed connectedness to the entire community and the 
world, rather than separation, regardless of who worked and slept with 
whom.  
(Walker 1983: 81) 
She further remarks: 
‗Womanist‘ encompasses ‗feminist‘ as it is defined in the Websters, 
but also means instinctively prowoman. It is not in the dictionary at all. 
Nonetheless, it has a strong root in black women‘s culture… An 
advantage of using ‗womanist‘ is that, because it is from my own 
culture, I needn‘t preface it with the word ‗Black‘ (an awkward 
necessity and a problem I have with the word ‗feminist‘), since 
Blackness is implicit in the term: just as for white women there is 
apparently no felt need to preface ‗feminist‘ with the word ‗white‘, 
since the word ‗feminist‘  is accepted as coming out of white women's 
culture. 
(qtd in Coming Apart 1980: 100) 
Four definitions of womanist serve as epigraphs to In Search Of 
Our Mothers’ Gardens, her collection of essays written over 
twenty-six years and culled from a number of journals, 
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periodicals, and books. She attempts a definition of this 
Afrocentric feminist concept, tracing where the word comes from 
and what it implies: 
1. From womanish. (Opp. of ‗girlish,‘ i.e., frivolous, 
irresponsible, not serious.) A black feminist or feminist of 
color. From the black folk expression of mothers to female 
children, ―you acting womanish,‖ i.e., like a woman. Usually 
referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful 
behavior. Wanting to know more and in greater depth than is 
considered ―good‖ for one. Interested in grown-up doings. 
Acting grown up. Being grown up. Interchangeable with 
another black folk expression: ―You trying to be grown.‖ 
Responsible. In charge. Serious. 
2. Also: A woman who loves other women, sexually and/or 
non sexually. Appreciates and prefers women‘s culture, 
women‘s emotional flexibility (values tears as natural 
counterbalance of laughter), and women‘s strength. 
Sometimes loves individual men, sexually and/or non 
sexually. Committed to survival and wholeness of entire 
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people, male and female. Not a separatist, except 
periodically, for health. Traditionally universalist, as in: 
―Mama, why are we brown, pink, and yellow, and our 
cousins are white, beige, and black?‖ Ans.: ―Well, you know 
the colored race is just like a flower garden, with every 
color flower represented.‖ Traditionally capable, as in: 
―Mama, I‘m walking to Canada and I‘m taking you and a 
bunch of other slaves with me.‖ Reply: ―It wouldn‘t be the 
first time.‖ 
3. Loves music. Loves dance. Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. 
Loves love and food and roundness. Loves struggle. Loves 
the folk. Loves herself. Regardless. 
4. Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender. (Walker 1983: 
xi -xii) 
In the first definition Walker defines ―womanist‖ in reference to 
the origin and the original use and meaning of the term. This noun 
is derived from the black folk adjective ―womanish‖, which is 
primarily used in the black folk expression ―You acting 
womanish‖ which mothers say to their daughters and means the 
same as another folk expression: ―You trying to be grown.‖ As 
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Collins argues, by ―taking the term from the Southern black folk 
expression of mothers to female children (...), Walker suggests 
that black women‘s concrete history fosters a womanist 
worldview accessible primarily and perhaps exclusively to black 
women.‖ (Collins 2001: 10) The two folk expressions imply three 
internally connected meanings. Firstly, the expressions indicate 
―outrageous, audacious, courageous or wilfull behavior.‖ (Walker 
1983: xi) These four adjectives all refer to doing/saying something 
that is not self-evident or easy, yet doing/saying it with strong 
determination and a lot of motivation. The emphasis is on ‗wilfull‘ 
because for very long, so many black women have not been 
considered to possess their own free wills, and no small part of the 
problem has resided in the psyche of black men. Secondly, both 
expressions refer to an attitude that is characterized by ―wanting to 
know more and in greater depth than is considered ‗good‘ for one.‖ 
(Walker 1983: xi) This again implies the non-self-evident side of 
womanism. Thirdly, the expressions indicate a mature, grown 
attitude. As Walker says in the beginning of the definition, 
―womanish‖ is the opposite of ―girlish‖, which means ―frivolous, 
irresponsible, not serious.‖ (Walker 1983: xi) In opposition, 
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―womanish‖ means not only acting, but also being grown up. It is 
related with being responsible, in charge and serious. This 
emphasis on the mature side of womanist may indicate that it 
does not derive from a childish passion or a naive whim, but 
instead is rooted in a feeling of responsibility, of being in charge 
of the fate of black women. 
In the second definition, Walker defines ―womanist‖ by referring 
to the different types of relationships that can occur between 
women. Most importantly, womanists love other women, 
especially for those things that make them female, like their 
specific female culture, their emotional life, their strength. Besides 
just loving these female characteristics, Walker adds that 
womanists should even prefer them (as opposed to those of a 
man). It seems that Walker not only means that women should 
love other women, but that, more importantly, they should also 
adore what is specifically female about themselves. Although 
Walker refers to lesbian relationships in the first sentence of this 
definition already, she clearly does not hate heterosexual 
relationships. This is probably the characteristic that constitutes the 
most striking difference between womanism and white feminism. 
40 
Although Walker openly pleads with her audience to love 
themselves solely because of the fact that they are female, she is 
not hostile towards men. In fact, ―loving individual men, sexually 
and/or nonsexually‖ (Walker 1983: xi) is one characteristic of a 
womanist. Walker explicitly expresses this non-separatist attitude 
three times in her definition. Firstly when she says a womanist is 
―committed to survival and wholeness of entire people, male and 
female‖ (Walker 1983: xi). So Walker makes clear that black 
feminism does not oppose race liberation, but will, instead, contribute 
to it. She emphasizes that womanists are not separatists. Thirdly she 
gives vent to her non-separatist attitude by saying that womanists 
are ―[t]raditionally  universalist‖ (Walker 1983: xi). To illustrate this, 
she uses the metaphor of the garden in which the ―women and men of 
different colors coexist like flowers in a garden yet retain their 
cultural distinctiveness and integrity‖ (Collins 2001: 11). In other 
words, Walker indicates that a tolerant attitude is not only needed 
among sexes, but also among races. She offers a philosophy here that 
is useful not only for black women but for the whole of mankind. Her 
definition thus clearly has both a concrete dimension (the rooting of 
the term in black (female) folk expressions) and a more universal one 
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(the mythical, worldwide image of the garden). One specific 
relationship Walker further refers to is the relationship between a 
mother and her child. She considers motherhood essential in the 
experience of being a woman as is evident from the fact that her two 
examples in this definition involve a mother-child (presumably a 
daughter) situation. Finally, Walker uses a mild form of humor in this 
definition when she says that womanists are sometimes separatist ―for 
health‖ (Walker 1983: xi) or in the last dialogue between mother and 
child, probably to create a positive atmosphere. 
Walker defines ―womanist‖ associatively in her third definition. She 
mainly considers the ―irrational‖ side of women by displaying the list 
of things a womanist loves. In her list, Walker includes music and 
dance, love, food and roundness as symbols for the worldly, bodily 
pleasures in life as well as the moon and the Spirit as symbols for the 
spiritual dimension. She further says that womanists love struggle, 
which probably means that they do not give up easily in their 
striving and besides loving their people (―folk‖) in general, 
womanists also love themselves. It is not clear whether the italicized 
“regardless” at the end solely modifies the penultimate phrase, or 
whether it applies to the whole list. She seems to believe there are at 
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least some aspects that all (black) women share. 
The fourth and last definition consists only of the phrase ―Womanist 
is to feminist as purple to lavender‖ (Walker 1983: xii). Walker 
indicates in this phrase that both have things in common, but in the 
end are undeniably different. By ending with a reference to color she 
closes the circle of her definition which began by asserting that a 
womanist is a feminist of color. She considers her womanist texts as 
‗purple‘ as compared to other feminists texts which are ‗lavender‘ 
emphasizing the richness of the color. She is said to love purple 
petunias. The choosing of purple and lavender as the colors of 
reference (and not, say, blue and violet), is ambiguous. It makes 
one think of The Color Purple but whether this was intended by 
Walker, one does not know. Walker portrays black women as 
beautiful and strong beings without denouncing men or white 
people in the process. Walker herself admits that the colour purple 
is representative of women purple with rage, purple as restored 
royalty, purple blossoming wild in an open field. The color motif 
seems to be significant in the film version of the book. Spielberg‘s 
movie opens with a scene in the field full of purple and lavender 
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flowers. Purple is the color of glory and triumph, of majestic, regal 
power. By giving this color to ordinary black women Walker 
furnishes heroism to their lives, their ability to survive, to triumph 
over oppression and hardship. Purple is also a blend of different 
shades (Walker‘s ―unity in diversity‖).  
Through these definitions, she draws attention to the significance 
of women's intellectual, physical, emotional, and spiritual 
wholeness, and stresses the need to create a global community 
where all members of society are encouraged to survive and 
survive whole. Her womanist project seeks to integrate the past 
and present, individual and community, personal and political 
change, into a unified whole. From these four definitions, it is 
evident that womanism celebrates blackness, black roots, the 
aspirations of black people, and presents a balanced picture of 
black womanhood. Elliott Butler-Evans observes that these 
definitions can be used as framework for interpreting the works of 
the black women writers. She notices the ―movement from the 
specific racial reference in the first definition to a broader 
application of the term in the second definition and the somewhat 
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open definition of the term in the last definition‖ (Butler-Evans, 12). 
It is this ―universalist‖ stance that makes for Walker‘s strength as a 
champion of women. Talking about women, without vehemently 
criticizing others (men, white people,...) she easily and very 
effectively proves what all feminists aim to prove,   that women are 
worthwhile because they are women. 
This layered meaning of womanism is in keeping with Walker‘s 
refusal to embrace any ideological mould that is narrow and 
exclusive and therefore out of harmony with spirituality. There is a 
balance in her thought and in her art, balance between concern for 
women‘s reality and concern for the larger universe to which 
black women, like all people, are connected. Walker refers to 
black people as a community, consisting of men and women, both 
equally important. Although she does not hesitate to state that she 
is primarily concerned with the black woman, Walker again proves 
that she certainly cannot be called a separatist. As she puts it 
herself, she is preoccupied with ―the survival whole of [her] 
people‖ (Walker 1983: 250).  
Calling herself ―a rather ardent feminist‖ (Walker 1983: 152) and 
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stating that, for her, ―black women are the most fascinating 
creations in the world‖ (Walker 1983: 251), Walker has written 
innumerable passages about the situation of black women in 
particular. Firstly, she clearly recognizes the bipartite identity of 
black women. As she says, ―it is the black woman‘s words that have 
the most meaning for us, her daughters, because she, like us, has 
experienced life not only as a black person, but as a woman‖ 
(Walker 1983: 275). Walker also makes clear that because of their 
double identity, black women are the victims of both racism and 
sexism, that the black woman is ―oppressed almost beyond 
recognition - oppressed by everyone” (Walker 1983: 149). Walker 
discerns the double discrimination black women suffer even within 
black society itself. 
It was not until I became a student of women‘s liberation ideology that 
I could understand and forgive my father. I needed an ideology that 
would define his behaviour in context. The black movement had given 
me an ideology that helped explain his colorism (he did fall in love with 
my mother because she was so light; he never denied it). Feminism 
helped explain his sexism. I was relieved to know his sexist behaviour 
was not something uniquely his own, but, rather, an imitation of the 
behaviour of the society around us. 
(Walker 1983: 330) 
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But, Walker talks about both the sexism (within black culture) and 
the racism (within feminist circles) separately as well. About sexism 
among blacks she writes: 
I tell [Coretta King] how important I feel this is: that black men not 
take out their anger and frustration on their wives and children. A 
temptation that is all too obvious. Coretta‘s face is thoughtful as she 
says, ‗Maybe I shouldn‘t say this, because I don‘t know it, it‘s just a 
feeling I have... but few black men seem to feel secure enough as 
men that they can make women feel like women‘. 
(Walker 1983:151-152). 
But, Walker not only points the finger at black men, she also says: 
―It was at the Radcliffe symposium that I saw that black women 
are more loyal to black men than they are to themselves, a 
dangerous state of affairs that has its logical end in self-destructive 
behaviour‖ (Walker 1983: 318).  
Black women need to take charge of themselves and their lives and 
Walker believes they can then play a leading role in constructing a 
better future. Using Coretta King‘s words, which she feels are 
―particularly true‖, she explains her standpoint : 
‗The black woman,‘ [Coretta King] says, ‗has a special role to play. 
Our heritage of suffering and our experience in having to struggle 
against all odds to raise our children gives us a greater capacity for 
understanding both suffering and the need and meaning of 
compassion. (...) Women, in general, are not a part of the corruption 
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of the past, so they can give a new kind of leadership, a new image 
for mankind. (...)‘. 
(Walker 1983:152-153) 
The kind of future Coretta King refers to is probably similar to the 
one Walker has in mind when she talks about the ―survival and 
wholeness of entire people.‖  
Walker also talks extensively about the black artist, especially the 
black writer: 
(...) Southern black writers, like most writers, have a heritage of love 
and hate, but (...) they also have enormous richness and beauty to draw 
from. (...) No one could wish for a more advantageous heritage than 
that bequeathed to the black writer in the South: a compassion for the 
earth, a trust in humanity beyond our knowledge of evil, and an 
abiding love of justice. We inherit a great responsibility as well, for 
we must give voice to centuries not only of silent bitterness and hate, 
but also of neighbourly kindness and sustaining love.  
(Walker 1983: 21) 
For Walker, black artists have a clear social function as articulated 
here. Their task is to represent ―the consciousness of [their] 
people‖ as this ―cannot be photographed‖, but only ―to some 
extent (...) written‖ (Walker 1983: 228). She states: ―The artist then 
is the voice of the people, but he/she is also The People‖ (Walker 
1983: 138). These statements again show the importance of 
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community in Walker‘s philosophy. She makes this more explicit, 
―What the black Southern writer inherits as a natural right is a sense 
of community‖ (Walker 1983: 17). 
One of the themes Walker discusses in her writings is that of the black 
woman as a suppressed artist. Walker contended that, for two 
centuries, black women have been hidden artists - creative geniuses - 
whose creative impulses have been denied and thwarted in a society in 
which they have been valued only as a source of cheap labour. She 
asks: 
What did it mean for a Black woman to be an artist in our 
grandmothers‘ time...? How was the creativity of the Black woman kept 
alive, year after year and century after century, when for the most of the 
years Black people have been in America, it was a punishable crime for a 
Black person to read or write? And the freedom to paint, to sculpt, to 
expand the mind with action, did not exist.  
(Walker 1983: 233-34) 
These black women artists and creators, Walker adds, who were 
stifled instead of cultivated, spent their lives in slow motion and, 
unaware of their own richness, they ―stared out at the world, wildly, 
like lunatics - or quietly, like suicides‖ (Walker 1983: 232 ). Looking 
back on a tradition in which many women artists have been 
present, but never been acknowledged, Walker says: ―I found that, 
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indeed the majority of black women who tried to express themselves 
by writing and who tried to make a living doing so, died in obscurity 
and poverty, usually before their time‖ (Walker 1983: 34-35). As a 
result, the black woman artist needs to be ―her own model as well as 
the artist attending, creating, learning from, realizing the model, 
which is to say, herself [because] as a black person, one cannot 
completely identify with a Jane Eyre, or with her creator, no matter 
how much one admires them‖ (Walker 1983: 8). Illustrating this, 
Walker relates the situation in which ―someone asked Toni Morrison 
why she writes the kind of books she writes, and that she replied: 
Because they are the kind of books I want to read‖ (Walker 1983: 7). 
Walker herself adds to this that she writes the things "[she] should 
have been able to read" (Walker 1983: 13). Black female artists, 
according to Walker, have always existed however absent they 
might seem. She says that many women with creative minds have 
lived in the previous generations but unfortunately, they were never 
allowed to develop nor express their creativity. Being ―Creators, 
(...) rich in spirituality - which is the basis of Arts (Walker 1983: 
233), these women were  
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exquisite butterflies, trapped in an evil honey, toiling away their lives in 
an era, a century, that did not acknowledge them, except as ‗the mule of 
the world.‘ They dreamed dreams that no one knew - not even 
themselves, in any coherent fashion - and saw visions no one could 
understand. (...) Our mothers and grandmothers, some of them: moving 
to music not yet written. And they waited. 
(Walker 1983: 232) 
The women were occupied with several tasks all day long such as 
keeping house, taking care of their children, working in the fields, 
etc. Yet, according to Walker, it was precisely in their quilt making, 
the weaving they did, the flowers they grew, the songs they sang and 
the stories they told, that these women were creative.  
But when, you will ask, did my overworked mother have time to know 
or care about feeding the creative spirit? The answer is so simple that 
many of us have spent years discovering it. We have constantly looked 
high, when we should have looked high - and low.  
(Walker 1983: 239) 
Walker sees it as the duty of the present-day artists to recover their 
forgotten forerunners. As she says:  
We are a people. A people do not throw their geniuses away. And if 
they are thrown away, it is our duty as artists and as witnesses for the 
future to collect them again for the sake of our children, and, if 
necessary, bone by bone. 
(Walker 1983: 92) 
In this connection, Walker talks a lot about heritage and matrilineage 
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as well. She blends two senses of motherhood. There is some 
reference to motherhood in the biological sense first, like Walker 
writes about being a mother herself as well as about her own mother, 
whom she associates with flowers.  
Like Mem, a character in The Third Life of Grange Copeland, my 
mother adorned with flowers whatever shabby house we were forced to 
live in. (...) Whatever she planted grew as if by magic, and her fame as 
grower of flowers spread over three counties. Because of her creativity 
with her flowers, even my memories of poverty are seen through a 
screen of blooms sunflowers, petunias, roses, dahlias, forsythia, 
spirea, delphiniums, verbena . . . and on and on.  
(Walker 1983: 241) 
This image of a garden full of flowers lies at the basis of the title 
essay In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens and has become very 
important in Walker‘s theory as the symbol for her universalist 
attitude. Time and again she uses the image of her mother‘s face 
―radiant‖, ―ordering the universe in her personal conception of 
beauty. Her face.. . is a legacy...she leaves to me‖ (Walker 1983: 
241). Walker also learnt many stories from her mother. She says, 
―...I have absorbed not only the stories themselves, but something 
of the manner in which she spoke, something of the urgency that 
involves the knowledge that her stories - like her life - must be 
52 
recorded‖ (Walker 1983: 240). 
Walker also learnt the ―love of beauty‖ from her mother. As a 
wonderful gardener, ―whatever [her mother] planted grew as if by 
magic… whatever rocky soil she landed on, she turned into a 
garden‖ (Walker 1983: 241). She refers to her mother‘s gardens as 
her ―art‖, ―her ability to hold on, even in simple ways‖ (Walker 
1983: 242). Garden becomes a recurrent metaphor for both art 
and beauty, endurance and survival. It is also Walker‘s 
articulation of the process by which individuals find selfhood 
through examining the experiences of others who have preceded 
them. She states, ―Guided by my heritage of a love of beauty and 
a respect for strength, in search of my mother‘s garden, I found my 
own‖ (Walker 1983: 243).   
She also talks about biological foremothers on a larger temporal 
scale. About black women in the twenties, she writes: 
[their] spirituality was so intense, so deep, so unconscious, that they 
were themselves unaware of the richness they held. They stumbled 
blindly through their lives: creatures so abused and mutilated in 
body, so dimmed and confused by pain, that they considered 
themselves unworthy even of hope. In the selfless abstractions their 
bodies became to the men who used them, they became more than 
‗sexual objects,‘ more even than mere women: they became ‗Saints.‘ 
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(...) Who were these Saints? These crazy, loony, pitiful women? Some 
of them, without a doubt, were our mothers and grandmothers.  
(Walker 1983: 232) 
Walker refers to motherhood in a more symbolical and spiritual 
way, when she talks about models. Her own relationship to the 
Harlem Renaissance author Zora Neale Hurston, of whose book 
Their Eyes Were Watching God Walker says "[t]here is no book 
more important to [her] than this one" (Walker 1983: 86), clearly 
illustrates this. As Bell argues, ―Hurston is the literary precursor, 
foremother, and spirit-guide that inspires the audacious autonomy 



















The Color Purple: Quest for 





s a spokesperson for black women, Walker portrays her 
ideas of womanism in her epistolary novel, The Color 
Purple (1984). The novel‘s title reminds one of her claim that 
―Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender.‖ The Color Purple 
is Alice Walker‘s great literary achievement. Soon after its 
publication in 1982, it became a bestseller and provoked comments 
from critics. The next year, it was awarded the Pulitzer Prize, the 
American Book Award for Fiction and the National Book Critics 
Circle Award. The novel unfolds a picture of the hard life of black 
people, especially that of black women and their quest for freedom. 
Walker tries to figure out a way for the realization of the ―survival 
whole‖ of black people through the novel. It vividly depicts the 
sufferings of African-American women from patriarchy, sexism 
and racism. In fact, Alice Walker‘s true intention in writing this 
novel is not only to give voice to black women but also to provide 
them with a direction leading to emancipation, freedom and 
A 
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wholeness. Walker shows us the evolution of her major character, 
Celie, from being a sexually abused child to a passive wife and 
finally to an emancipated woman. 
The Color Purple describes a fragmentary living world in which 
the heroine, Celie, writes to God and in the process tells of her 
misfortunes and the journey of herself which survives all odds 
against which it is pitted. Patriarchy emerges as the main cause of 
women‘s oppression in the novel where sisterhood unites them to 
fight for equal rights with men. The first chapter describes a 
fragmentary world under patriarchy. Patriarchy in its wider 
definition means the manifestation and institutionalization of male 
dominance over women and children in the family and the 
extension of male dominance over women in society in general. It 
implies that men hold power in all the important institutions of 
society and that women are deprived access to such power. bell 
hooks in her essay ―Writing the Subject: Reading The Color 
Purple‖ says:  
Patriarchy is exposed and denounced as a social structure supporting 
supporting and condoning male domination of women, specifically 
represented as black male domination of black females.  
(Gates Jr. 1990: 456) 
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This is expressed through the maltreatment to Celie by her 
stepfather and her husband. Patriarchy greatly determines the male 
and destroys the harmonious co-existence of men and women. The 
second chapter analyzes the process of piecing the fragmented 
world. Sisterhood is the solution to realize women‘s consciousness-
raising and to strive for self identity. Sisterhood includes the idea 
and experience of female bonding, and the self-affirmation and 
identity discovered in a woman-centered vision and definition of 
womanhood. This is expressed through Celie‘s sisterhood with her 
lesbian lover Shug, her sister Nettie, her daughter-in-law Sofia and 
other woman characters. This part also explores men‘s awakening. 
Chapter three analyzes Celie‘s self-affirmation and the realization 
of peaceful co-existence. The uniqueness of womanism from 
feminism lies in the relationship between men and women. Other 
feminists believe that women have conflicting interests with men. 
Womanists advocate the union of men and women in order to 
realize the survival and wholeness of the entire people. In the 
novel, Mr.____ realizes his patriarchal ideology and changes his 
attitude to Celie, and finally they become friends. Women are 
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oppressed by men, and sisterhood can unite women and enable 
them to achieve emancipation. The ultimate goal of women‘s 
emancipation is to establish equal and harmonious relationship 
with men, and to realize the survival and wholeness of the entire 
human race. Celie‘s persistent self-exploration and eventual 
transformation from an oppressed silent woman to an independent 
new woman reveals Walker‘s womanist view about black women. 
That is, black women should strive for self-recognition, self-
autonomy and self-liberation themselves while gaining strength 
and support from black sisters so as to achieve individual 
wholeness. This novel explores Celie‘s quest for self-recognition as 
a human being which involves a growing self-awareness, self-
confidence and self-respect, which is the precondition of her 
realization of individual wholeness. Her quest for self-recognition 
has two dimensions: self-recognition through the power of words 
and self-recognition by sisterhood. The black woman‘s quest for 
identity is shown to revolve around female identity and cultural 
identity. The exploration of female identity mainly refers to 
rediscovering black female‘s beauty so as to regain self-confidence 
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and dignity as a female, and the exploration of cultural identity 
means that by discovering and preserving black cultural tradition, 
the black woman gains self-confidence and a sense of pride as a 
black. The last part of this chapter explores the black woman‘s 
quest for self-autonomy by the exploration of economic 
independence and spiritual liberation. The black woman's 
exploration of economic independence refers to her quest for self-
realization through black feminine household activities, and her 
exploration of spiritual liberation indicates her getting rid of 
patriarchal oppression and traditional religious bondage, and the 
quest for a new spiritual support—the immanent God. These 
explorations constitute an important part for the womanist 
explorer‘s achievement of wholeness and through the portrayal of 
the protagonist Celie, Walker points out a way for all the oppressed 
silent black women to actualize self-liberation and achieve 
individual wholeness. 
An epistolary novel, The Color Purple employs a narrative 
technique of the eighteenth-century epistolary novels of sentiment, 
for example, Richardson‘s Clarissa. Alice Walker is the first 
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African American writer to make use of this form. This epistolary 
form allows an uneducated Celie to speak for herself. Since the 
novel traces the changes that occur in Celie‘s life, the epistolary 
form is adequate; in fact, it allows the reader to see these changes 
in the character‘s life and mind through the transformations that 
occur in the style of writing. Writing letters becomes for Celie a 
means of structuring her identity, her sense of self and the process 
of writing herself into being and consciousness. The reader feels 
that Celie and her sister Nettie are real people, not characters in a 
book since the reader is reading intimate letters that are not 
supposed to be read. Celie‘s letters, her growing ability to express 
her thoughts and feelings show her spiritual development, her 
movement towards independence. Thus, the novel‘s narrative 
strategy too is concerned with its main thematic motif. 
Celie is essentially an object, an entirely passive woman who has 
no power to assert herself through actions or words. Trudier Harris, 
however, find this inertia weird and difficult to accept. He finds it 
hard to believe that a young black woman could be as passive as 
Celie. Her incapacity to fight back is firmly rejected by Harris who 
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insists that even slave women often ran away, harmed or fought off 
their owners, or poisoned or adulterated their master‘s food (Harris 
1984: 157). In her book, Ain‘t I A Woman: black women and 
feminism, bell hooks explains that a slaver in order to make his 
product (a slave) saleable, had to ensure that his male or female 
slave would not react, ―the proud, arrogant, and independent spirit 
of the African people had to be broken so that they would conform 
to the white colonizer‘s notion of proper slave demeanour‖ (1981: 
20). Like her unfortunate ancestors, Celie is abused, brutalized and 
dehumanized by her male masters. She is forced into silence by a 
barbarous, violent and patriarchal world. However, Celie does not 
entirely give up since she decides to pour her sufferings onto paper. 
This act of writing in itself is a kind of reaction and resistance. 
Many critics are sceptic about Celie‘s choice to write. Harris, for 
example, finds it nearly impossible that an uneducated young black 
woman would write, ―I can imagine a black woman of Celie‘s 
background and education talking with God...but writing letters to 
God is altogether another matter‖ (Harris 1984:156). One may find 
it improbable that a black uneducated woman can write, yet it is 
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not totally impossible. Even if Celie is not educated, since she was 
forced to abandon school, yet with the help of her sister, she has 
acquired a basic/ elementary education which helps her later in her 
letter writing. 
Writing is a tool for expression and communication and becomes 
so for Celie too. Her letters are not written in an intricate style; 
they are full of mistakes and written in her own vernacular. This 
shows that the act of writing is more important for Celie and not 
the way it is done. Celie receives an order from her rapist-father 
never to tell anyone but God of the sexual abuses he has inflicted 
on her. Writing becomes an act of rebellion against her abuser who 
wanted to silence her. ―You better never tell anybody but God. I’d 
kill your mammy‖ (Walker 1982:1). This sentence heads the first 
page and, by extension, the whole novel. It‘s precisely this threat 
that makes Celie silence her physical voice and look for a new 
voice through the written language. Walker writes of Celie, ―She 
has not accepted an alien description of who she is; neither has she 
accepted completely an alien tongue to tell us about it. Her being is 
affirmed by the language in which she is revealed, and like 
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everything about her it is characteristic, hard-won, and authentic‖ 
(Winchell 1992: 887). The Color Purple is structured as a series of 
letters addressed, firstly to God and then to Celie‘s sister, Nettie. 
Even if writing does not erase all the bad memories from Celie‘s 
mind, yet it gives her power to control the painful moments that 
she experienced and thus detach herself from them. Letter writing 
as Wendy Wall observes, ―act as a second memory, a projected 
body that holds [a] hidden self‖ (Gates Jr. and Appiah 1993: 262). 
Wall suggests that writing has different functions for Celie-- it is a 
symbolic as well as a literal rewriting , Celie can ―define herself 
against the patriarchy and thus...‗reinscribe‘ those traces and 
wounds upon her body inflicted and imprinted by others‖ (Gates Jr. 
and Appiah 1993: 265). Men in Celie‘s life constantly prevent her 
from speaking and the act of writing down her feelings is a way of 
expressing them. Writing for Celie is a means to stay alive and, 
therefore, it‘s as important to her as breathing: ―Long as I can spell 
G-o-d I got somebody along‖ (Walker 1982: 18). 
The effects of a culture dominated by white patriarchy, however, 
make themselves felt in relationships between blacks, especially in 
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a family. As already mentioned, Walker‘s depiction of black men 
as being capable of oppressing other members of the community, 
especially women, generated a lot of criticism from African 
American community, especially men. Walker focuses attention on 
the ways in which black men brutalize their women. At the 
beginning, Celie describes the sexual abuse on her by the man she 
assumes to be her father and how she is given like an object to 
Mr.___, the man who will be her husband: ―She spoiled. Twice. 
(...). She ugly. (...).But she‘ll make the better wife. She ain‘t smart 
either.(...). But she can work like a man.‖(Walker 1982: 9) Young 
women like Celie are sexual objects whose body is raped by ―Pa‖, 
and her spirit, by Mr.___. Sofia notes that ―(a) girl child ain‘t safe 
in a family of men‖ (Walker 1982: 42). Also, Walker argues, the 
sexual and economic oppression of black women by black men is 
tightly linked. ―Pa‖ robs his wife and her daughters of their 
inheritance. One of his selling points when he marries Celie off is 
that Celie ―can work like a man‖ (Walker 1982: 9), and later in the 
novel Celie is seen to be the only one working hard on the farm. 
Thus in the words of Linda Tate, ―Celie is the nexus of all 
oppressions - sexual, physical, social, economic,‖ (1994: 120).  
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The novel presents a socio-historical picture of the rural South in 
the twentieth century. Walker shows that racism is present in all 
aspects of black life in the South; the novel reveals racial tension 
by illustrating how ―isolated incidents can set off long strings of 
racist interactions‖ (Winifred 1997: 119). One of the novel‘s 
subplots tells the story of Sofia who marries Celie‘s stepson, 
Harpo. Sofia has a rebellious spirit, which she exposes in her 
family life. When she tries to protect her children‘s and her own 
dignity ―sassing the mayor‘s wife‖ (Walker 1982: 89) and hitting 
the mayor in the street, she was lucky not to be lynched on the 
spot. It cost her eleven years of prison, and considerable physical 
as well as moral damage. Celie‘s whole story is based on, or 
derived from an incident of the lynching of Celie‘s father. 
Alphonso is actually Nettie and Celie‘s stepfather, not their 
biological father. Alphonso had told Celie and Nettie that he was 
their real father because he wanted to inherit the house and 
property that was once their mother‘s. Their biological father was a 
store owner whom white men lynched because they resented his 
success. This ultimate act of racism defined most of Celie‘s early 
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life, making way for her rape by ―Pa‖, the giving away of her 
children, her marriage to Mr.____, and her unknowing 
dispossession of her home and inheritance.  
In all her works, as critics remark, Walker retells a mythic story of 
the movement from the South to the North as an ideal embodiment 
of freedom, and back to the South for reconciliation.  
Walker‘s South - North - South pattern grows out of a long-standing 
African American literary tradition of movement (where) the North 
epitomizes liberation…At the same time, however, the South often 
implicitly symbolizes home and a nurturing black community. 
(Tate 1994: 116) 
The South-North-South movement in The Color Purple is reflected 
in the novel‘s structure. The initial portions of the novel parallel 
slavery. The novel‘s long middle section parallels the black 
community‘s ―lengthy sojourn in the region imposed upon them by 
slave owners and continued in the twentieth century by oppressive 
institutions such as sharecropping‖ (Tate 1994: 118). Celie‘s 
eventual move to Memphis symbolically marks the black 
community‘s twentieth century migration to the North with 
emphasis on two things. Firstly, on the economic liberation the 
North provides like Celie‘s ―folkpants‖ business. Celie begins to 
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make pants after she gains her freedom from Mr.___. She is finally 
able to reach industrialized society after going away with Shug, 
and make pants instead of working in the outdoors all day. Celie is 
able to have a job and live the life many women longed for, 
especially African American women. With the help of Shug, Celie 
overturns the idea that sewing is a marginal and an unimportant 
women‘s labor, and turns it into a lucrative, empowering source of 
economic independence. The pants represent liberation from the 
common view of women as householders. Also, at this point in 
history women were supposed to wear dresses while men ―wore 
the pants‖; however, Celie made unisex pants, enabling women to 
be equal to men in this regard. Secondly, the threat it presents to 
black cultural identity, for e.g, attempts to change Celie‘s dialect. 
The change in her use of language reflects the development in 
Celie‘s character. By learning to use language skilfully, she learns 
to use it as a powerful weapon that eventually serves to liberate 
her. Finally, Celie‘s return to the South through her successful 
business and attainment of a home represents Walker‘s argument 
for black reclamation of a Southern homeland. 
67 
By presenting the African tradition in the novel, through the device 
of Nettie‘s letters from Africa, Walker pursues several goals. On 
the one hand, she explores the connection with African cultural 
heritage. Walker epitomizes the change in attitudes towards the 
African heritage among African Americans during the 1980s. 
Earlier, many African Americans wanted to be separated from their 
African past which was considered as ―savage‖, ―primitive‖, and 
―barbaric‖ etc. By the time this novel was written, a lot of African 
Americans were ready to celebrate their heritage, to emphasize 
their connection with an African past. On the other hand, through 
the African part of the plot, Walker suggests the universality of 
oppression.  
The African male order, just like its American counterpart, denies the 
validity of female expression; girl children are not permitted to 
participate in the education provided by the missionaries, and they are 
considered the property of first their fathers and then their husbands. 
As a sign of their entry into womanhood, they undergo a ritual of 
scarification, which literally marks their role in society. 
(Bloom 1989: 62) 
Alice Walker seems to insist that it is time to transcend the feelings 
of guilt, anger, hate on both sides (African and African American). 
It is time for healing, forgiving, reconciliation with the past, not 
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only in terms of race and class in the United States, but 
internationally, in terms of nations and peoples. Placing Nettie in 
West Africa, and fashioning her book as a correspondence between 
the sisters, Walker creates an internal discourse, comparing and 
contrasting, and ultimately bringing about unification of the poor 
and the middle class, the educated and the uneducated, the African 
and the Afro-American heritage. From differing points of view, the 
two sisters gradually come to identical realizations about the nature 
of life, blackness, men and women, nature and God.  
Shifting from rural South to Memphis opens up a totally new world 
for Celie. She meets new people, succeeds in business, and has 
increased access to the larger world. In fact, not until Celie moves 
to Memphis does Walker refer to any world events. In Memphis, 
Celie becomes aware of the entire world. From newspapers Celie 
finds out that people are ―fussing and fighting and pointing fingers 
at other people, and never even looking for no peace‖ (Walker 
1982: 217). Not accidentally, Memphis is chosen as Celie‘s and 
Shug‘s destination where they can express their creativity to the 
fullest.  
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Memphis life represents for Celie not only liberation, but a new level 
of self-awareness and self-acceptance. She takes an important step in 
developing her concept of self through her business, her love for Shug, 
her dreams about her own home, visualizing new spaces - physical and 
spiritual - for herself. 
(Tate 1994: 123) 
Yet, in Memphis her attempts at self-definition and self-acceptance 
are not fully realized. As Linda Tate writes, the North (Memphis) 
represents for Celie not only liberation but potential loss of identity 
as well. Thus, her employee, Darlene, tries to ―improve‖ Celie‘s 
dialect, to make a more ―refined‖, which means, different, person 
out of her. However, she is different from what she was before she 
left for Memphis. When she comes to visit Sofia and Harpo, she 
writes: ―I feels different. Look different…‖ (Walker 1982: 224). 
Significantly, when she passes Mr.___ sitting on his porch, he does 
not recognize this new Celie: ―I pass Mr____ house and him sitting 
on the porch and he didn't even know who I was‖ (Walker 1982: 
224). 
It is not until Celie returns to the South that she achieves a physical 
and spiritual ―wholeness‖. It happens when she reclaims her family 
home in Georgia, along with the farm and the store she rightfully 
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repossesses after her stepfather‘s death. It is the beginning of a new 
life for Celie. She makes the pilgrimage back to her home place at 
a time ―like it be round Easter‖ (Walker 1982: 184) which 
designates renewal, rebirth, and redemption for Celie. Celie is 
happy to have a home of her own. She writes to Nettie, ―I can't get 
over having a house…I run from one room to another like I‘m 
crazy. Look at this, I say to Shug. Look at that! She look, she 
grin…You doin‘ all right, Miss Celie, she say. God know where 
you live‖ (Walker 1982:252). Linda Tate comments:  
Walker underscores the deep connection southern blacks and women 
feel to their homes ,…and the powerful role the reclaiming of the home 
place in allowing blacks and women to redefine the terms of their 
existence in the South. 
(1994: 126) 
Besides bringing Celie physically home to the South, the last 
section of the novel also stresses the need of spiritual and 
emotional homecoming, the eagerness to make peace with and 
accept the South. Linda Tate writes ―To heal itself and make peace 
with the South, the black community needs to work toward new 
definition of the relations between the races and the sexes‖ 
(1994:126). In dealing with these issues, Walker challenges racial 
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boundaries, portraying new ways for blacks and whites to create a 
shared sense of community. Eleanor Jane (the daughter of the 
woman who had got Sofia into trouble), for example, takes a step 
in correcting injustice towards Sofia by going to work for her. 
Celie hires Sofia as a clerk in her store to work together with a 
white man, so that everyone could be well served. 
Walker challenges gender boundaries in the novel as well. Most of 
the women in Walker‘s earlier fiction were  
Self-sacrificing women resigned to the weary centers and rough edges 
of their lives. They…internalized the narrowly defined ‗woman‘s 
place‘…(where there were) no alternatives to loneliness, exhaustion, 
and denial of self. 
(Gloria 1990: 310) 
Such women were like Walker‘s ―suspended women‖. However, in 
Walker‘s evolutionary treatment of black women, the movement is 
seen from women ―totally victimized by society and by the men‖ 
(The Third Life of Grange Copeland, In Love and Trouble), to 
growing, developing women who gradually gain control over their 
lives (Meridian, The Color Purple). 
The depiction of various women characters reveals Walker‘s 
concept of womanism in The Color Purple. Three women in The 
72 
Color Purple - Nettie, Sofia, and Shug particularly go beyond strict 
southern definitions of Black womanhood. Nettie's education 
allows her to escape into the larger world, to become a missionary. 
―Stout and bouncy‖(Walker 1982: 84) Sofia demonstrates ―feisty 
refusal to be controlled by anyone-by whites, regardless of sex, or 
by men, regardless of race‖(Gloria 1990: 317). In her relationships 
with Harpo, her husband, she boldly transcends gender boundaries, 
working in the field while Harpo takes care of the domestic chores. 
They are quite happy until Harpo‘s socially determined desire to 
dominate Sofia causes them to fight ―like two mens‖(Walker 1982: 
39), and then leads to their long separation. But in the end, Harpo 
and Sofia make their peace, fully accepting each other, regardless 
of gender conventions. 
Notably, the women characters in the novel - Celie, Nettie, Shug, 
Sofia, Mary Agnes – are bound together by a close sisterhood. In 
fact, Celie‘s development into a strong and independent person 
becomes possible because of this sisterhood. Walker portrays this 
network of women as being the core of African American racial 
survival. ―Sister‘s choice‖ is the pattern of the quilt Celie and Sofia 
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choose; and this quilt is a symbol of the ―female bonding that 
restores the women (even brutalized Celie) to a sense of 
completeness and independence‖ (Gloria 1990: 320). Women‘s 
quilting functions as a way of creating female community in a 
world that represses female expression. Significantly, quilts being a 
most representative form of African American folk art, 
―embody the ideal of unity in diversity…The pieces of a quilt, like 
individuals in a pluralistic society, retain their original identities 
while functioning as parts of something else…‖ (Dieke 1999: 141). 
So, the process of quilting acquires a symbolic meaning. Celie 
overcomes passive victimization, as a consequence of her personal 
development, to build a pattern of her own choice out of the 
shattered fragments of her life. It is also significant that quilting 
techniques reflect a textile aesthetic which has been passed down 
for generations among women who are the descendents of 
Africans. Quilts, as Priscilla Leder has noted, ―embody the ideal of 
unity in diversity which permeates Walker‘s writings‖ (Leder 
1999: 141). The irregular repetition of form, off-beat placement of 
pieces, inconsistent color schemes, and controlled sense of 
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rhythmic movement in Afro-American quilts show an emphasis 
on improvisation. Thus, quilting in The Color Purple is a symbol 
of women's bonding, creativity, and at the same time, a 
manifestation of African American folk culture, the elements of 
which are so masterfully incorporated into the novel‘s structure and 
style. 
The first signs of sisterhood can be seen in Celie and Nettie. The 
first and probably the most influential woman in Celie‘s life is her 
sister Nettie. The two sisters live within a family where affection is 
totally absent. With a violent rapist father and a sick mother, Nettie 
provides Celie with moral comfort. When Nettie notices that Celie 
is frequently beaten by her husband, she urges her to fight him. She 
also urges her to fight Mr.___‘s children by teaching them a good 
lesson and letting them know who has the upper hand. Forced to be 
separated by Celie‘s oppressive husband, Nettie before leaving 
encourages her to be active: ―You got to fight. You got to fight‖ 
(Walker 1982: 18). Celie and Nettie promise each other to keep in 
contact through letters but Mr. - hides all the letters from Nettie 
and Celie‘s only addressee (and hope) is God, so she writes to 
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Him. However, her relationship with God doesn‘t give her courage 
to adopt an active attitude and it‘s only useful to her since it helps 
her to bear her oppression: ―I don‘t say nothing. I think bout Nettie, 
dead. She fights, she run away. What good it do? I don‘t fight; I 
stay where I‘m told. But I‘m alive‖ (Walker 1982: 22). To Celie, 
Nettie has always been like a teacher. She helps her sister with 
reading, spelling and everything she thinks Celie needs to know. 
No matter what kind of situation, Nettie never gives up any 
opportunity to inform Celie about what is going on in the world. In 
the short period of staying in Albert‘s house with Celie, Nettie 
witnesses his brutality and knows clearly that Celie doesn‘t have 
any hope if she continues with her submissiveness. So she tries 
hard to teach and enlighten Celie in every possible manner. This 
ability to read and write taught by Nettie enables Celie to pour out 
her bitterness to the absent God. It also enables Celie to read 
Nettie‘s letters from Africa, which broadens her mind. However, to 
Celie, the most important and exciting news from Nettie is about 
her two children. From Nettie‘s letter, Celie gets to know, for the 
first time, that her two children, whom she has lost when they were 
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born, now stay with Nettie in Africa, leading a happy life and 
receiving good education. The good news of the two children 
provides Celie, a poor mother, with strong spiritual strength and 
enables her to survive in the especially hard time. Moreover, Nettie 
symbolizes hope in Celie‘s life. Celie regards Nettie as the perfect 
model of a girl. She describes her to Shug:  
Smart as anything. Read the newspapers when she was little more than 
talking. Did figures like they was nothing. Talked real well too. And 
sweet. There never was a sweeter girl. Eyes just brimming over with it.  
(Walker 1982: 123) 
Nettie becomes a source of comfort for Celie in her harsh world. 
Although Celie has not heard from Nettie for years, she cherishes 
the hope that Nettie is still alive and they can meet again someday. 
Celie, in turn, is of great help and support to Nettie. In absence of 
parental affection, she not only plays the role of a sister but also 
that of a substitute mother. She offers herself to her stepfather thus, 
protecting Nettie from being abused. Later, when the two sisters 
are separated from each other, this affectionate bond of sisterhood 
continues to tie them both providing them hope and strength. 
Sofia Butler, Celie‘s step-son‘s wife, is another woman who 
becomes a model for Celie. ―I‘m jealous of you. I say it cause you 
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do what I can‘t. . . What that? She says. . . Fight. I say‖ (Walker 
1982: 42). She is a fat woman with big legs. She grows up in a 
family of men and learns that only by fighting can she survive, ―All 
my life I had to fight. I had to fight my daddy. I had to fight my 
brothers; I had to fight my cousins and my uncles. A girl child ain‗t 
safe in a family of men‖ (Walker 1982: 42). Unlike Sofia, Celie 
does not fight and keeps silent when she suffers from family 
violence. She even takes it for granted that men are superior to 
women. However, Sofia refuses to accept this unfair social rule and 
with her determination, refuses to be humbled by anyone in her 
life, whether black or white. She does not hesitate to say ―hell no‖ 
to the mayor‘s wife‘s offer that she go to work as her maid, and 
knocks the mayor down after he slaps her. Sofia, with her 
rebellious spirit, acts as a significant influence and contributes to 
Celie‘s awakening. Celie‘s first meeting with Sofia happens when 
Sofia comes to ask Albert‘s permission for her marriage to Harpo. 
At first sight, Celie is surprised by Sofia‘s strong and confident 
appearance ―She not quite as tall as Harpo but much bigger, and 
strong and ruddy looking, like her mama brought her up on pork‖ 
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(Walker 1982: 32). When Albert rejects their request and even 
insults Sofia about her pregnancy, to Celie‘s astonishment, Sofia 
does not submit to him. She says to Harpo, ―Naw, Harpo stay here. 
When you free, me and the baby be waiting‖ (Walker 1982: 33). 
Sofia‘s bravery moves Celie deeply for she is completely different 
from the image of woman Celie is familiar with. She gets married 
to Harpo regardless of their parents‘ objection. When Sofia learns 
that Celie always keeps silent except to tell God about her 
suffering, she gives her a suggestion, ―to bash Mr.___ head open, 
Think about heaven later‖ (Walker 1982: 44). Celie and Sofia 
become friends who rely on and help each other through the rest of 
the novel. Sofia makes Celie realise that women can be 
independent, strong and courageous, which ultimately paves the 
way for her new, free self. 
But the great stimulus for Celie to adopt an active attitude is 
provided by Shug Avery, her husband‘s lover. Their relationship is 
a very special one since Shug gives Celie support to build her own 
independent self. Shug represents a ―total flaunting of the society‘s 
prescribed roles for women‖ (Linda 1994: 127). In Celie‘s eyes, 
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Shug Avery is the most beautiful woman she has ever seen. Celie 
first sees Shug‘s photograph:  
She bout ten thousand times more prettier then me. I see her there in 
furs. Her face rouge. Her hair like something tail. She grinning with 
her foot up on somebody motocar. Her eyes serious tho. Sad some. 
(Walker 1982: 7) 
Shug is not only beautiful, but worldly, strong, sensuous, and 
fiercely independent. The female bonding that ties Celie and Shug 
is totally different from the ones between Nettie or Sofia. She is 
first a friend to Celie, eventually a lover, but has always a subtly 
guiding ―mothering‖ influence that, like the mothers of Walker‘s 
―generations‖, enables Celie to evolve into an independent woman, 
no longer ready to accept the conditions that have enslaved her. 
―Shug is friend, sister, teacher, preacher, comforter, and guardian 
angel…who teaches (Celie) a new song of herself‖ (Gloria 1990: 
318). She helps remove the ―terrible nothing‖ from Celie‘s life and 
teaches her how to laugh, how to speak her mind, how to see 
herself as a woman deserving of love, how to love herself. 
Relevant to remember one of Walker‘s definitions of a ―womanist‖ 
is that ―(she) loves music. Loves dance. Loves the moon. Loves the 
spirit. Loves love…Loves struggle. Loves the folk. Loves herself. 
80 
Regardless‖ (Walker 1983: xii). When Shug dedicates a song to 
Celie, Celie writes, ―She says this song I‘m about to sing is called 
Miss Celie‘s song (...) First time somebody made something and 
name it after me‖ (Walker 1982: 77). When Shug comes to know 
that Mr__ beats Celie when she is not at home, Shug says, ―I won‘t 
leave...until I know Albert won‘t even think about beating you‖ 
(Walker 1982: 79). 
When Shug helps Squeak sing, she remarks that her voice makes 
―folks git to thinking bout a good screw‖(Walker 1982: 120). 
According to Shug, God loves when people are happy; and what 
can give a greater happiness than love? Physical love between 
Shug and Celie which generated so much criticism among critics 
can be, nevertheless, considered not as sexual liberation, but rather 
as ―the total liberation of women‖(Gloria 1990: 318). It is ―simply 
an expression of love between two human beings who happen to be 
women‖(Gloria 1990: 318). Indeed, love can only be a fulfilling 
experience when the ―essentials of love are in place - trust, 
compassion, understanding, gentleness, and friendship‖ (Gloria 
1990: 318-319). By listening to Celie‘s problems and stories, Shug 
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enabled Celie to open up emotionally and release the pressure and 
pain that had muted her throughout her childhood and adulthood. 
As she writes in one of her letters, ―My life stop when I left home, 
I think. But then I think again. It stop with Mr. ____ maybe, but 
start up again with Shug‖ (Walker 1982: 85). Her friendship with 
Shug becomes a lifetime union and comforts Celie throughout her 
struggles with both Mr. ____as well as with the remembrances of 
her childhood hardships. Shug also helps her to find Nettie‘s letters 
and ―wear the pants‖ literally and metaphorically and it is because 
of her and Nettie‘s letters that Celie is able to react and speak. She 
says, ―You a lowdown dog is what‘s wrong.... It‘s time to leave 
you and enter into the creation. And your dead body just the 
welcome mat I need‖ (Walker 1982: 207). From this moment on, 
Celie is in control of her life and is able to abandon her husband 
and work - precisely sewing pants. Mr. ___will try to intimidate 
her but now he won‘t be able to humiliate her. Mr.___ replies, 
―Look at you. You black, you pore, you ugly. You a woman. 
Goddam.... you nothing at all‖ (Walker 1982: 213). Celie answers 
back, ―I‘m pore, I‘m black, I may be ugly and can‘t cook, a voice 
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say to everything listening. But I‘m here‖ (Walker 1982: 214). 
Shug causes this psychological change by becoming the surrogate 
parent and child simultaneously. In a moment of passionate 
commitment, Shug fulfills the roles of all those who had failed to 
love Celie. Her love-making is a little like sleeping with mama. 
This newfound freedom makes them heal each other through their 
quilting. Walker talks about the interdependence of quilting and 
writing in her essay, ―Writing The Color Purple.‖ Quilting, an 
African-American tradition, leads to female bonding as women sit 
together and make quilts. The joint quilting which Celie does with 
Sofia, marks another phase of Celie‘s journey towards selfhood. 
Their quilt-making is a process of healing. When Celie is angry 
with Mr ____, she wants to slit his throat with a razor; instead, she 
takes the needle and begins creating. She also tells him, ―We all 
have to start us somewhere if we want to do better and our own self 
is what we have to find‖ (Walker 1982: 278). 
Shug‘s spirituality, and her spiritual bonding with Celie, is of 
greater significance in Celie‘s life than the women‘s moments of 
physical pleasure. Shug is a ―feeling, caring person connected to 
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the universe‖ (Gloria 1990: 319). Shug‘s most important gift to 
Celie is a liberating definition of God and through this, a new 
concept of the world. This is especially relevant for Celie‘s 
metamorphosis. Celie learns to share Shug‘s conception of God as 
neither male nor female, black or white. Celie saw God in the 
beginning as white and male; this is how she had conceived of him, 
―He big and old and tall and graybearded and white. He wears 
white robes and (has) …bluish-gray eyes. White lashes‖ (Walker 
1982: 201). Not only is he white (racist and sexist) in appearance, 
but in his attitudes, too:  
…he give me a lynched daddy, a crazy mama, a lowdown dog of a step 
pa and a sister I probably won't see again. …(He) is a man. And act 
just like all the other mens I know. Trifling, forgitful and lowdown.  
(Walker 1982: 199) 
Shug totally changes Celie‘s ideas about God. For her, God is 
present in all creation, ―God is everything… Everything that is or 
ever was or ever will be‖ (Walker 1982: 202-03). God is not in the 
Church, Shug explains, ―God is inside you and inside everybody 
else. You come into the world with God. But only them that search 
for it inside find it‖ (Walker 1982: 202). This perception of God 
reflects Walker‘s own views. She writes, ―I don't believe there is a 
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God…beyond nature. The world is God. Man is God. So is a leaf 
or a snake…‖ (Walker 1983: 265), God is ―in the color purple in a 
field somewhere‖ (Walker 1982: 203).Thus, Walker emphasizes 
the ―unity and interconnectedness of all life - human, vegetable, 
animal‖ (Dieke 1999: 5) - which can be recognized as a holistic 
view of life. Significantly, in the end, Celie is able to address a 
letter of thanksgiving to this new God, ―Dear God. Dear stars, dear 
trees, dear sky, dear peoples. Dear everything. Dear God‖(Walker 
1982: 292). 
Celie‘s personal transformation is remarkable though it takes long 
time and lot of effort. Linda Tate asserts that the key to her self-
transformation ―lies in the ability to take control over defining 
oneself, naming oneself‖ (Tate 1994: 131). At the early stages of 
her story Celie is devoid of identity; totally incapable of defining 
herself. She sees herself, both physically and emotionally, ―as 
living in irreconcilable fragments‖ (Dieke 1999: 164 ). She begins 
her tale by writing, ―I am‖ which she then negates by crossing out, 
indicating her lack of self-confidence and self-acceptance. ―Celie 
has been fragmented into pieces which are given away to others‖ 
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(Dieke 1999: 164). All her life has been a series of sacrifices - to 
Pa‘s desires, to Nettie‘s safety, to Mr.____‘s brutality. ―It all I can 
do not to cry. I make myself wood. I say to myself, Celie, you a 
tree. That‘s how come I know trees fear men‖(Walker 1982: 
23).Celie is a ―perfect‖ wife, like her own mother used to be, or 
Sofia‘s mother is, or the majority of other women, ―She never say 
nothing back. She never stand up for herself ‖(Walker 1982: 
43).She has been ―torn‖ into pieces - torn from childhood by Pa‘s 
rapes, torn from her children, torn from Nettie. She cannot claim 
her own self, she does not feel she belongs in this world. The 
narrative charts how she moves toward her own self-acceptance 
and self- definition. This begins on the day she announces that she 
will leave Mr.__ to live with Shug in Memphis. Later, in a letter to 
Nettie from Memphis, Celie clearly articulates a new and more 
positive vision of herself, ―I am so happy. I got love, I got work, I 
got money, friends and time. And you alive and be home soon. 
With our children‖ (Walker 1982:222). And although Celie has 
never signed her letters before, she does so now ardently, defining 
her new identity through her family relationships, her business, her 
love, her new place in the world: 
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Your sister, Celie 
Folkpants, Unlimited. 
Sugar Avery Drive 
Memphis, Tennessee 
(Walker 1982:221) 
Celie‘s evolution becomes possible through affirmation of oneself 
and others. Celie‘s spiritual transformation from a ―tree‖, a piece of 
wood, to a happy and independent person, occurs 
through creativity and love. In In Search of Our Mothers' 
Gardens, Walker wrote about generations of black women touched 
by the spirit of creativity, ―These grandmothers and mothers of 
ours were not Saints, but Artists; driven to a numb and bleeding 
madness by the spirits of creativity in them for which there was no 
release‖(Walker 1983: 233). Unlike these women in Walker‘s 
essay, Celie and other women characters in The Color Purple find 
―release‖ for their creative spirit. All Walker's women are creators 
who realize their creativity through quilts, songs and gardens. Shug 
and Mary Agnes find themselves in music; Sofia and Celie in their 
quilts; Nettie in her teaching; and Celie, of course, in creation of 
her wonderful ―folkpants‖ which are not just clothes but production 
of art and an expression of free spirit. 
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The novel is full of colors reflecting the color consciousness in a 
white society. The color motif develops eventually, supporting 
Celie‘s emotional and spiritual growth. In the starting sections, 
Celie‘s life is totally devoid of colors. Her spirit is so suppressed 
that she hardly sees the world‘s beauty. She starts to perceive 
colors [Sofia‘s bruised body after severe beating in jail is ―just 
about the color of a eggplant‖ (Walker 1982:92)] only after Shug 
enters her life, first as a photograph of a beautiful woman. When 
one of Mr.____‘s sisters, Kate, goes with Celie to the store to buy 
some clothes for her, Celie tries to imagine the color Shug Avery 
would wear and she wants the same color for herself. ―She like a 
queen to me so I say to Kate,  Somethin purple, maybe little red in 
it too‖ (Walker 1982:22). But in Mr.____‘s eyes, Celie does not 
deserve to wear these colors. Mr.___ ―won‘t want to pay for red. 
Too happy lookin‖ (Walker 1982: 22). Shug, when she first 
appears in Mr.____‘s house, is ―dress to kill‖, (Walker 1982:47) no 
matter how ill she is, ―She got on a red wool dress and a chestful of 
black beads‖ (Walker 1982:47). For her first show at Harpo‘s 
jukejoint she wears ―a skin tight red dress‖ (Walker 1982: 76). All 
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things associated with happiness and triumph are purple or red, or 
some hue of theirs. Shug dreams about a ―big round pink house, 
look sort of like some kind of fruit‖(Walker 1982: 216). When 
Shug teaches Celie to admire her own body, Celie can see its 
beauty (her intimate part is of the color of ―wet rose‖(Walker 1982: 
82). Celie‘s famous ―folkpants‖ are ―in every color… under the 
sun‖ (Walker 1982: 218), a splendid expression of her now free 
spirit, ―dark blue jersy with teeny patches of red‖ (Walker 1982: 
219) for Shug, ―a pair the color of sunset‖ (Walker 1982: 219) for 
Squeak, ―one leg …purple, one leg…red‖ (Walker 1982: 223) for 
Sofia. All of them are ―soft, flowing, rich and catch the light‖ 
(Walker 1982: 219). Moreover, Walker counters her parents and 
grandparents‘ notions about the wearing of bright colors by black 
women. Dark skinned women should not wear reds and colors 
because they suggested Africa were associated with being 
uncivilized and savage. Black women should not look ―flashy‖; it 
also underlined black community‘s opinion that to stand out, to 
emphasize one‘s individuality was plain dangerous in a racist 
society. In opposition to this viewpoint, bright colors in The Color 
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Purple celebrate Africa, the heritage, the courage and identity of 
black women. Celie can fulfill her dreams about bright colors in 
her life not until she feels a happy and accomplished person. Her 
new home is the home of her dreams and it embodies the new 
beauty of the world for her. It is of brightest colors, ―Everything in 
my room purple and red cept the floor, that painted bright 
yellow…(There is)… the little purple frog…on my mantelpiece‖ 
(Walker 1982: 291). So, in the end, Walker creates for her Celie, a 
world of ―the color purple‖ which designates her triumph in life, 
and expresses her joy. 
Walker‘s motif of rebirth, ―the regenerate self‖, and her total 
redefining of gender roles, results in vital changes even of 
Mr.____‘s character. In the end he revises his attitude toward 
women, gender roles, and human beings in general. According to 
Walker nobody is beyond salvation. Mr.____‘s early portrayal as 
an abusive patriarch is not absolute. His devoted love for Shug 
indicates that he can love and care for somebody else. In the end, in 
his new and healthy, non-sexual relationship with Celie, as a 
member of her extended family, her ―peoples‖, he is transformed 
from anonymous Mr.____ into ―Albert‖. His experience teaches 
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him new wisdom that women‘s power can even change men. 
Celie‘s liberation is a positive one because it also means the 
liberation of other people. So, what is good for Celie is also good 
for her community and, therefore, she can reconcile with her earlier 
hostile environment. Celie is unable to hate Mr.___ ―I still don‘t 
like frogs, but let us be friends‖ (Walker 1982: 290) and her 
attitude is a model for Mr.___ who realizes that giving love and 
understanding he will receive the same. He says, ―The more I 
wonder, the more I love.‖ Celie replies, ―And people start to love 
you back,I bet.Mr.___ says, ―they do,... surprise. Harpo seem to 
love me. Sofia and the children. I think even ole evil Henrietta love 
me a little bit...‖ (Walker 1982: 290) Celie‘s power, therefore, 
makes women more man-like (since they ―wear pants‖), men more 
woman-like (Mr.___ learns to sew) and, in doing so, it also makes 
both more complete, more human and whole. Celie writes of this 
new Albert:  
I mean when you talk to him now he really listen, and one time, out of 
nowhere in the conversation us was having, he said, Celie, I‘m 
satisfied this the first time I ever lived on Earth as a natural man. It feel 
like a new experience. 
(Walker 1982: 267) 
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It is significant that in describing his ―new experience‖ Albert says 
―natural‖ man rather than ―real‖ man. ―The latter carries the ugly 
sound of macho, the former suggests the presence of God, which, 
according to Shug, is inside everyone at birth‖ (Gloria 1990: 320). 
Thus, Walker‘s final paradigm is  
neither the male/female nor the female/female dyad, but a variation on 
the eternal triangle in which women complement rather than compete 
with each other, and, at the same time, share an equal status with the 
men. 
(Bloom 1989: 79) 
Celie not only finds her place in her community but also helps 
others, for example, Albert, to engage in the process of getting 
themselves together, of creating a circle of individual voices. In 
Celie‘s story, the values of togetherness, pride, and power are 
visibly proclaimed. Like other African American writers (Jean 
Toomer in his Cane, or Zora Neale Hurston in her novel Their Eyes 
Were Watching God), Walker too explores the modern search for 
wholeness and union of people in an age of fragmentation, 



















Now is the Time to Open Your 





or Walker, the search for wholeness is analyzed as a source 
of creativity and agency and is linked to the search for 
freedom. Silvia Pilar Castro- Borrego in her book The Search For 
Wholeness.... says that in the contemporary literature of  black 
women writers, starting in the 1980s, the search for wholeness 
reflects a beauty realized through the healing of the spirit and the 
body, and is a process that takes on dimensions of reconciling the 
past and the present, the mythical and the real, the spiritual and the 
physical - all in the context of an emerging world view that 
welcomes synthesis and expects both synthesis and generative 
contradictions. Ever since the 19th century, African American 
writers have given expression to an African American self which 
functions in Western nations simultaneously as a colonized „other‟ 
and an assertive „self.‟ Due to this continuous torment, this self is 
trapped between the binaries proposed by the material and the 
spiritual world, seeking a balance where the person can become 
F 
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whole. The search for wholeness springs from cultural roots that 
imply the presence of ancestral spiritualism, re-memory, and 
double consciousness. Contemporary black women writers reflect 
the metaphor of building spiritual bridges, seeking the possibilities 
of building a bridge to the archetypal African past that is carried in 
their memories as a presence that offers sustenance via spiritual 
reconnection. They seek to bridge the gap between the myths and 
traditions of the past and contemporary African American culture. 
Alice Walker explicitly recognizes the cultural signs left scattered 
along the road of progress and attempts to weave them together. 
She exposes that material acquisition is achieved at the cost of 
cultural dispossession, becoming a metaphor for the history of the 
Africans in America.  
Now is the Time to Open Your Heart is at once a deeply moving 
personal story and a powerful spiritual journey resulting in 
individual wholeness. Walker has been known for her outspoken 
position on racism, sexism, and colonialism. But with this novel, 
she carries her fight into the midst of her fiction, as her protagonist 
(greatly resembling herself) sheds the burdens and blessings of her 
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past to come to terms with an actuality heightened by the 
transcendental images of magical realism. It is the story of a 
woman‟s spiritual adventure that becomes a passage through time, 
a quest for self, and a collision with love. “A modern take on the 
Odyssey in which it is Penelope who wanders far from home” 
comments the Sunday Telegraph (Walker 2004). Kate, the female 
protagonist of the novel, has always been a wanderer. She is a 
well-published author, married several times, and has lived a life 
full of exploration of the natural world and the human soul. Now, 
as she begins to feel the first ravages of age, she wants to find a 
new sense of meaning.  
This unforgettable woman [Kate] of deep truth, honesty, and 
sensitivity chronicles from a woman‟s perspective the fears and 
weaknesses and even strengths involved in confronting advancing age 
and a midlife crisis. 
(Bates 2005: 157) 
To get purified, she leaves her lover Yolo and goes on a journey 
down the Colorado and Amazon rivers - a journey that will force 
her to re-explore her past and her future, and her connection to the 
real world. On her travels she encounters celibates and lovers, 
meets shamans and snakes, memories of family disaster and 
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marital discord, and finally reaches the place of love and 
wholeness. This novel seems more like an autobiography and 
memoir. It is written in the third person, and, introspects into 
events that happened in the author‟s personal life, and the people 
and places related with those occurrences. Kate is introduced in the 
first four chapters, engulfed in interpersonal clash, disillusioned 
with her Buddhist practices and perplexed by a recurring dream. 
The following chapters alternate between Kate and her lover, Yolo, 
as they undertake parallel journeys of discovery, overcoming 
obstacles to reveal themselves truthfully. In a long-time 
relationship with the artist Yolo, Kate decides to voyage down the 
Colorado River and then down the Amazon, on trips of self-
discovery. Yolo meanwhile goes on his own quest, to Hawaii, and 
to the woman he once loved. Both Kate and Yolo are changed by 
their experiences. In the novel, the dedication is to Anunu and 
Enoba, a shaman and her assistant, two women characters in the 
novel advising Kate on her journey of self-discovery. Anunu is the 
botanical name of a medicinal plant on the Hawaiian Islands and 
Enoba is the name of a local tribe in Southeast Nigeria, West 
Africa. The novel begins with an acknowledgement of the 
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immaterial essences that are constant companions to those with a 
questing spirit. Walker follows with two quotes; one from Marlo 
Morgan who assigns purpose to every element of the universe, 
“Everything in the universe has a purpose. There are no misfits, 
there are no freaks, there are no accidents. There are only things we 
don‟t understand” (Walker 2004). and the other from Winnie 
Mandela who touts the freedom to dream, “So far, there is no law 
against dreaming” (Walker 2004). Walker also provides a prefatory 
genealogical background for the protagonist, who shares the name 
of Walker‟s murdered paternal grandmother (maiden name 
Nelson). As a tribute to her memory, Walker says, “This novel is a 
memorial to the psychic explorer she [grandmother] might have 
become. It also made clear to me in the writing how much I miss 
her. And have always missed her” (Walker 2004). In the afterword, 
Walker‟s illustrative paragraph informs the reader about the South 
American hallucinogenic beverage that is the model for the 
magical drink Kate consumes to connect with her spiritual 
grandmother. In the end, Walker thanks those in her life who were 
instrumental in guiding her in the knowledge and understanding of 
the supreme secret. 
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The plot not only revolves around Kate in the forest, her vomiting 
friends and their inner space but it also shifts to Hawaii, where 
Kate‟s lover is on holiday. He has found an old girlfriend there 
who is mourning the death of her son. These scenes have the 
emotional rawness that is one of Walker‟s greatest strengths. But 
then, even these sections descend into sloganeering about the 
spiritual poverty of modern life, and about how poverty could be 
cured if one only eats the right things. When Kate‟s boyfriend 
returns from Hawaii, he too seems to have undergone an epiphany, 
which results in his trying to give up smoking. The two of them 
then plan a wedding, or rather a circle to celebrate sharing their life 
together, and Kate uncovers the Buddha that she keeps in her altar 
room. In a story of explorative journeys, natural landscape and 
love, she has given herself the right tools to get her message across. 
Kate‟s eventual sojourn in the Amazon jungle is spent with 
characters who have experienced pain or injustice of some kind: 
rape, imprisonment, incest, bulimia, drug addiction. These 
characters are not fully developed but act as symbols of a universal 
discontent that Walker sees intensifying. “I believe all is up with 
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us” (Walker 2004:69) Kate says to a local shaman - this story is, 
not unexpectedly, rich in shamanic consciousness, native Indian 
custom and bouts of meditation, indicating that indeed the world is 
steeped in trouble, and a reassessment and realignment of the self 
might be the way forward: 
Now is the time to open your heart. This was the line that she always 
understood, no matter how distracted or apprehensive she was at the 
beginning of the journey. It never failed to make her feel the rightness 
of her decision to be where she was. 
(Walker 2004:68) 
New Age spirituality encompasses the universality of nature and 
the human spirit. Those who practise this philosophy interest 
themselves in consciousness raising in order to understand their 
unconscious perceptions. New Age followers revisit the spiritual 
belief systems of Ancient Africa and Asia and pre-Socratic and 
pre-Columbian times, when understanding of the natural world 
emerged through rationalism. People belonging to these eras 
understood that air, earth, and water were with them always and 
conceived numerous ways to connect to these elements. They used 
their minds to envision the nature of the world and divinity within 
nature and within themselves.  Gerri Bates says:  
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Their ability to think freely about nature and their surroundings 
profoundly affected the attitudes and beliefs of individuals centuries 
into the future, who would return to early spiritual systems for 
comprehension of the world in which they find themselves.  
(2005: 173) 
Kate practices old world traditions and New Age philosophy using 
meditation, ancestor worship, reincarnation, medicinal and 
hallucinogenic plants and ecological responsibility to transform her 
physically and to acquire a greater understanding of her role in the 
universe. Meditation being a key initiative in the New Age 
principles, requires complete absence from distraction as a 
prerequisite to soliciting the presence of divine energy. Kate uses 
meditation as a vehicle for understanding her inner world and 
comprehending the physical world around her. Ancestor worship 
involves respect and reverence for deceased relatives, who are not 
only members of the spiritual world but also mediators into the 
lives of the living. “Ancestors are influential in charting the correct 
course of action for their living relatives, often communicating 
with the living through dreams and visions”(Bates 2005: 174). 
Through her dreams, Kate contacts the spirit of her mother. As an 
ancestor her mother helps her to overcome the issues that burden 
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her. Another widely accepted belief in New Age theory is 
Reincarnation, transmigration of souls. It means human spirit 
passes into another body following decomposition of the human 
body. Kate has had many explorations involving the human soul. 
While the character does not articulate the reincarnation path, her 
practices indicate that she might be a believer. Medicinal and 
hallucinogenic plants are commonly used among indigenous 
people and by some who embrace New Age theories for the 
purpose of mind expansion. For e.g Kate uses medicinal herb, 
desert thistle weed to calm her queasy stomach. She also uses 
mushrooms to help her through periods of overwhelming grief etc. 
New Age believers also adopt the concept of ecological 
responsibility. Planet Earth and its land, water, and air are their 
concern, that is, they want people to honor the planet by keeping 
everything clean. They promote a healthy lifestyle and want to see 
more trees planted, as well as other natural vegetation. The novel 
begins and ends with Kate surrounded by trees. Throughout the 
novel, she moves from one natural setting to another, meditating 
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around redwood trees. Bates says, “Nature is everywhere in the 
novel, and Kate wears nature as if it were a robe” (2005: 176).      
Now is the Time to Open Your Heart asks the reader, among other 
things, to acknowledge the existence of Mother Earth and her 
healing power. This theme of being healed by nature is 
undoubtedly the predominant theme, yet Walker also touches upon 
other issues including relationships, the human condition, wisdom 
and the seemingly hopeless current state of world violence. She 
writes:  
When you witness the various peace talks that occur on a daily basis 
somewhere on the earth and you see how far everyone is from peace, 
and how they get no nearer the longer they talk, well, this gives an 
indication of the problem. 
(Walker 2004:81) 
She also questions humankind by asking, “If you see a human 
being, really see them... how could you kill them?” (Walker 
2004:81). She wonders, “What would happen if our foreign policy 
centered on the cultivation of joy rather than pain?” (Walker 
2004:82). With an informal yet mature writing style, Walker 
targets a multicultural adult audience. The novel is written in the 
third person, except for certain segments in italics where the 
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Mother Earth (known in the book as “Grandmother”) speaks in 
first person. Kate is beginning to care less and less about the 
material world. One day she burns “several hundred-dollar bills 
just to demonstrate to herself that these items were not the 
God/Goddess of her life” (Walker 2004:12). She‟s no longer 
worried about her house and all the things in it that need fixing. In 
fact, she‟s even contemplating selling it. She noticed a “shabbiness 
creeping in” (Walker 2004:12). In her own words, Kate Nelson is 
“unconvinced of the need to do anything further” (Walker 2004: 
69) with her life. 
So when a recurring dream of a river spurs her to go out and find 
the real thing she journeys, with several other women, to the Grand 
Canyon to travel the Colorado River, “You must find a real river 
somewhere in the world... to travel down... one of the deepest, 
swiftest, most challenging of all: the Colorado” (Walker 2004:12). 
From the very beginning of the trip, Kate undergoes a literal 
purging as hidden memories and repressed emotions surface, 
forcing her to confront them and neutralize their negativity. Eager 
to continue her personal evolution, she travels to South America to 
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the Amazon on another spiritual retreat of sorts. Under the 
guidance of the Devic Kingdom and a powerful shaman, Kate and 
several others ultimately transform themselves into newer, cleaner 
and more balanced people than they once were. At the same time, 
Kate‟s partner, Yolo whom she has left behind in America, is 
undergoing his own spiritual metamorphosis. A trip to Hawaii, 
originally intended to be a regular vacation, quickly becomes much 
more valuable an experience than Yolo could ever imagine. One 
also learns about the island‟s history and it is previous rule 
thousands of years ago by Hawaiian Queen Lili‟uokalani and also 
about the importance and reverence placed upon land and nature by 
the Hawaiian people. The story ultimately ends leaving room for 
the reader to imagine a more detailed ending of their own choice. 
The womanist movement gave rise to the conceptualization of not 
only a socio-political praxis but also to the birth of a literary 
tradition. This tradition embodies the genius, originality, and 
particular concerns of black female writers. Literary critics mention 
that womanist writers focus mainly on the tridimensional 
oppression of black women on the basis of their race/sex/class, 
their spiritual journey towards self-development, their life within 
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the black community  as well as certain global matters, for instance 
female genital mutilation, famine, war, and poverty. Accordingly, 
Alice Walker relates in her book Anything We Love Can Be Saved: 
I create characters who sometimes speak in the language of immediate 
ancestors, characters who are not passive but active in the discovery of 
what is vital and real in this world. Characters who explore what it 
would feel like not to be imprisoned by the hatred of women, the love 
of violence, and the destructiveness of greed taught to human beings as 
the „religion‟ by which they must guide their lives. 
(1997: 4) 
Alice Walker realizes this objective in this novel which is also an 
evidence of the author‟s commitment to womanism. Kate sets off 
on a spiritual sojourn, during which she discovers the medicinal 
and aesthetic quality of nature, the significance of human bonds, 
and the power of ancestor connectedness. Kate rejects 
institutionalized religion, materialism and the evils of violence and 
“uncivilized” civilization. Her self-discovery is within the 
paradigm of womanist ethics. The early stage of black womanist 
self-development that empowers black women spiritually and 
renders them courageous enough to resist injustice is the positive 
assertion of their humanity against the onslaught of hostile forces. 
Black women‟s “struggle emanates from a deepening of self- 
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knowledge and love” (Christian 1997:82). Kate undergoes self-
discovery before discerning the paradoxes and dilemmas in the 
lives of others. Kate needs a change in her life although she is a 
widely published writer. She maintains an over orderly house, 
being particularly fastidious about its upkeep. She has gone 
through several unsuccessful marriages. Discomfort and pain draw 
Kate‟s attention to herself and she notices the ageing of her body. 
One day she hears her knees creaking like “unoiled door hinges” 
(Walker 2004: 9) and she finds the “wrenching pain in her hip” 
(Walker 2004: 10) almost unbearable. Ageing initiates a need for 
transformation. She dismantles her altar of religious paraphernalia 
upon which stood her gods and goddesses. Also, her worldly, 
physical surroundings appear to be distant, unfamiliar, and 
uninspiring.  
[They] mirrored a dissolution she felt growing inside herself. And 
though she had loved her home, her berry-colored house with starry 
blue trim, she thought frequently of selling it. She even thought of 
giving it away.... She could feel her house dissolving around her, as her 
parents dissolved when she daydreamed them. And there was a feeling 
of relaxing, of letting go, that was welcome. 
(Walker 2004: 12) 
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Kate is no longer concerned about the condition of her house. She 
does not care about the leak in the bathroom, peeling paint or a 
door that remains ajar. For a reason unknown to her, she loses the 
inspiration to write. “Her pens... seemed to go empty on her. An 
unusual number of them... refused to scratch more than a few pale 
lines” (Walker 2004: 12).  Deep inside, she feels psychologically 
prepared for the coming spiritual renewal, “And there was a feeling 
of relaxing, of letting go, that was welcome” (Walker 2004: 12).   
Katie Geneva Cannon contends that black women writers 
“authenticate (…) how Black people creatively strain against the 
external limits in their lives, how they affirm their humanity by 
inverting assumptions, and how they balance the continual struggle 
and interplay of paradoxes” (Cannon 1988: 77). The external 
hindrances that Kate confronts are not only material goods and her 
immediate surroundings, but institutionalized religion as well. Kate 
stops to attend organized Buddhist meditation sessions. Although 
she respects her Buddhist teacher and his advocacy of cool, non-
violent revolution, she doubts that he, a well-educated prominent 
professor, possesses an activist spirit that would motivate him to 
struggle for the advancement of the poor. She thinks:  
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Easy enough for him to dismiss the brown and black and yellow and 
poor white people all over the globe who worried constantly where 
their next meal was coming from (…). 
(Walker 2004: 3) 
Kate also discerns the peculiarity of gathered mediators with their 
“well-fed look,” who “were overwhelmingly white and middle- to 
upper-middle-class and had the money and leisure time to be at a 
retreat. In fact, she noted, she seemed to be the only person of color 
there” (Walker 2004: 3). Feeling discomfort, Kate chooses to sit 
outside under a big tree instead of returning to the mediation hall. 
She sees the tree as an embodiment of profound spirituality that 
offers equilibrium. She questions Christianity also. She recollects 
that even as a child she could never concentrate in church and 
looked out of the window at trees instead of praying. She was 
never able “to believe human beings simply by being born, had 
sinned” (Walker 2004: 5). Kate seeks to find and define the source 
and the essence of her life. To achieve this, she needs to form her 
own moral views and focus on spiritual enlightenment. In her effort 
to do so, she mirrors womanists, who “have fashioned value 
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patterns and ethical procedures in their own terms” (Cannon 
1988:76). 
Walker reflects on how people view and worship God in Anything 
We Love Can Be Saved. She says:  
All people deserve to worship a God who also worships them. A God 
that made them, and likes them. That is why Nature, Mother Earth, is 
such a good choice. 
(1997: 25) 
She also cites the “magical intimacy [black people] felt with 
Creation” (1997: 17). They see Nature as beautiful, inspiring, and 
reassuring. Unfortunately, due to their connectedness with Mother 
Earth, black people were labelled pagans harbouring sinful 
attitudes. Walker, however, views paganism positively, defining a 
pagan as “a person whose primary spiritual relationship is with 
Nature and the Earth” (1997: 17). This spiritual closeness with 
Nature constitutes one of the main themes in Now is the Time to 
Open Your Heart. Kate is embraced by a welcoming tree spirit, 
which influences her to change her name from Nelson to 
Talkingtree. Furthermore, in order to escape the burden of her first 
husband‟s oppressive presence, she dreams of “being high on a 
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hillside in the sun” (Walker 2004: 28). She remembers that at an art 
exhibition her “bird nature became activated” (Walker 2004: 19). 
and she felt as if she could fly. Finally, she begins to dream about a 
dry river, which her friends interpret as an otherworldly call for her 
to search for a wet river. The dry river most probably signifies the 
decaying essence of life. Therefore, friends encourage Kate to 
journey to Colorado River on a spiritual pilgrimage. The rockiness 
of the boat journey induces motion sickness, and Kate‟s body 
begins to purify itself. This act of regurgitation is a precondition 
for her spiritual advancement, allowing a study of her inner self. 
She realizes that painful words have latently resided within her. 
She feels  
an internal roar as of the sound of a massive accumulation of words, 
spoken all at once, but collected over a lifetime, now trying to leave 
her body (…) All the words from decades of her life filled her throat. 
Words she had said or had imagined saying or had swallowed before 
saying to her father, dead these many years. All the words to her 
mother. To her husbands. Children. Lovers. The words shouted back at 
the television set, spreading its virus of mental confusion. 
(Walker 2004: 22) 
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Moreover, the ritual promotes a contemplation of her first 
marriage, where both her children and husband treated her as “a 
service, a servant” (Walker 2004: 28). Kate remembers the moment 
she decided to get out of the marriage and when she expressed her 
wish to be independent, her husband left her “alone” more than a 
hundred miles from home, without a car. When she returned home, 
he sexually assaulted her and left. Kate‟s recollection of her 
resistance to the oppressiveness of her husband provides relief and 
inner peace on the Colorado rapids.  
As her body gave up the last of its bitter memories of her first 
marriage, she experienced a lightness that actually made it easier to 
remain seated the long hours necessary, in the boat. 
(Walker 2004: 37) 
Kate feels a deeper connectedness with Nature. She ingests an 
unknown yellow flower instinctively which soothes her stomach 
and begins to appreciate her natural beauty, especially her gray 
hair. After a discussion on hair dying and straightening, Kate 
together with the other women associate gray hair with the 
wonderful colour of stone, water, sky, and rain. The trip to 
Colorado does not complete Kate‟s spiritual journey but continues 
with a further sojourn to the Amazon river, during which 
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participants drink “a frothy liquid that tastes like soapsuds,” 
(Walker 2004: 53) as preparation before swallowing a sacred 
medicinal plant yage, known as “Grandmother.” The herb is 
believed to engender spiritual transformation and healing. 
Womanists are not only concerned with self-growth and individual 
spiritual development, but they engage themselves in the struggle 
for the betterment of the black community. Kate as a womanist is 
conscious of the socio-political status of black people in America. 
She was a former activist in the Black Freedom Movement of the 
1960‟s and knows that most black people are marginalized from 
mainstream American society. She thinks: 
We‟re considered second- and third-class citizens of a country whose 
government never wanted us. Except as slaves. We understand by now 
the world will be blown to bits, doubtless by this same government, 
before people of color get their fair share. We can‟t afford health 
insurance, nor will it even ever be applicable, the way things are going. 
Nobody but us wants to be Black. 
(Walker 2004: 59) 
Kate is an advocate of reconciliation between black and white 
communities in the struggle for social and economic justice in 
America. This viewpoint is presented by her reference to a white 
woman poet Jane Stembridge, who was expelled by black activists 
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from the Black Freedom Movement because some of them 
perceived her as a “mistress who‟d caused them pain” (Walker 
2004: 96). It was their memory of the unpardonable atrocities of 
slavery that led to their hatred for the white woman, whom they 
associated with racist and merciless plantation mistresses. Kate 
believes that these activists should have recognized that the poet‟s 
“very Being, white and female and descended from slave owners 
though it was, might be a note of freedom” (Walker 2004: 96). In 
addition to their concern with the situation of Black America, 
womanists focus on people‟s pain, suffering and tribulations 
whatever their colour or class. They assist the heartbroken in their 
process of self-discovery and help to raise their awareness of social 
injustice. This unity with others is observable among several 
characters in this novel, who participate in the spiritual sojourn on 
the Amazon. After a time, Kate‟s body does not respond to the 
medicinal herb, which is a sign that she has undergone spiritual 
renewal. She begins to experience inner peace, which radiates from 
her and attracts others. Suddenly, those around her on the journey 
begin to confess their life stories to Kate. She finds out that Missy 
113 
was an incest victim of her grandfather, the result of which is her 
inability to establish healthy relationships with men. Lalika killed a 
man who raped her and attempted to rape a friend. Both women 
were then imprisoned and sexually assaulted over several months 
by guards and other inmates. Another person, Rick, an Italian 
immigrant, confesses to Kate that he comes from an affluent family 
that profited from selling drugs to black people. He reveals that,  
They could sell drugs to blacks but they were not themselves to be 
hooked on the stuff because if they became hooked on the stuff they 
couldn‟t move up in American society (…). 
(Walker 2004: 154) 
Finally, intimate talks evoke among the gathered people a spiritual 
unity that feels “very ancient and very sweet” (Walker 2004: 166). 
Class stratification within American society is another focus of 
womanists. Katie Geneva Cannon in her book Katie’s Canon 
observes: “The bittersweet irony of the Afro-American experience 
forces Black women to examine critically the conventional, often 
pretentious, morality of middleclass American ideals” (2003: 62). 
Following these thoughts, Kate symbolically burns several hundred 
-dollar bills as a demonstration of her nonchalance to wealth. 
Instead, she concerns herself with the fate of poor parents and 
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wonders “where their next meal was coming from... how they feed, 
clothe, and educate their children” (Walker 2004: 3). She thinks of 
well-off political leaders, who arrive at peace talks in limousines 
but have no experience of real suffering. Furthermore, there is 
more devastation, as Kate surmises: “When these men left the 
peace talks they turned to the military bastion from which they 
directed their tanks” (Walker 2004: 82). Rick also becomes 
conscious of class injustice in American society. He remembers: “I 
felt instinctively that we had too much of everything: food, clothes, 
money. And my parents, especially my father, was always urging 
me to take more. Eat! Drink! Buy!” (Walker 2004: 168). When it 
comes to global issues, womanists focus on afflictions caused by 
American foreign policy. In the novel, Kate asks the question: 
“What would happen if our foreign policy centered on the 
cultivation of joy rather that pain?” (Walker 2004: 192). She 
believes that America could “be the true leader of the world, not its 
biggest bully” (Walker 2004: 192). Disappointed, she finds out that 
eight different places were bombed by the U.S. while she was on 
her journey. 
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Womanists also lay emphasis on the multidimensional quality of 
life that manifests itself in an ability to appreciate and enjoy the 
experience of one‟s immediate surroundings. Walker writes that a 
womanist “loves the folk, the Spirit, music, dance, the moon, food, 
roundness, struggle, and oneself” (Walker 1983: xi). Womanists 
criticize those who have no regard for the beauty of nature, express 
no appreciation for art and neither attune themselves to the spiritual 
dimension of art. Kate Talkingtree observes that, in the main, 
technological advancement and oppressive civilization work 
against the development of people‟s humanity. She mourns the loss 
of one of her sons to “the United States‟ space program of which 
she knew little and feared much. Space colonies?” (Walker 2004: 
190). Another character, Hugh, who is one of the ritual 
participants, comments on the harmful effects of scientific 
research. He denounces the dishonouring of Native American 
sacred grounds by scientists in their endeavour to understand 
Native Americans. He says:  
But they didn‟t really know. They made something up, you know, 
What the White Man Knows About Folks He‟s Never Known, and 
printed it in their journals. 
(Walker 2004: 138-39) 
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He also remembers a Native American man who, together with his 
son, used to regularly visit a burial place. Thinking of his 
grandchildren and their attraction to modern devices, Hugh says:  
I tried to imagine one of my sons or grandsons walking patiently like 
that with me. My grandsons play with a little gadget that looks like a 
handheld TV. They seem to look up from it only when it‟s time to eat. 
(Walker 2004: 136) 
He thinks that consumerism and materialism have led to a spiritual 
emptiness of people who exist, but do not truly live. Armando, a 
shaman who supervises Kate‟s journey on the Amazon, 
distinguishes between existence and living. He states:  
When you are caught up in the world that you did not design as support 
for your life and the life of earth and people, it is like being caught in 
someone else‟s dream or nightmare. Many people exist in their lives in 
this way. I say exist because it is not really living. 
(Walker 2004: 150) 
Womanist writers also “reveal (…) a psychic connection with the 
cultural tradition transmitted by the oral mode from one generation 
to the next” (Cannon 1988:84). In literary works, this connection is 
revealed in the incorporation of songs, sermons, and folk tales. In 
this novel, Armando‟s singing spiritually empowers those taking 
part in the ritual. His preaching has also a central role in the 
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spiritual development of other characters. Moreover, a folk tale 
comes to Kate‟s mind, once told by an elderly woman, about a 
frozen snake that bit the man, who saved it. The woman interpreted 
the tale as expressing “an endless kind of a thing. Do we kill it or 
do we let it live?” (Walker 2004: 10). The story underlines the 
consequences resulting from people‟s decisions. Womanists‟ 
connections with their tradition and past are exemplified also by 
their bonds with ancestors. Kate Talkingtree encounters her 
forebears in dreams. A dream about her mother, who was killed in 
a car accident, is the catalyst for Kate‟s writing of a story about 
family life. In another dream she meets her ancestor Remus, who 
was brutally killed by the Ku Klux Klan nightriders. In this dream, 
Kate invites him to eat corn, even though he is toothless and has 
bleeding gums. Miraculously, the seeds of corn transform 
themselves into beautiful teeth. Kate also realizes the importance 
of remembering the painful experience of her ancestors. Instead of 
erasing the memory of her father‟s mangled body, “crushed like an 
accordion” in a car accident, she understands “she must remember 
it, linger over her response to it” (Walker 2004: 43). 
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A womanist, as Alice Walker states, “appreciates and prefers 
women‟s culture, women‟s emotional flexibility (…) and women‟s 
strength” (Walker 1983: xi). Probably for this reason, Kate in Now 
is the Time to Open Your Heart spends the initial part of her 
spiritual journey amongst women. It is women who support her 
during her hour of need on the Colorado rapids. It is in the 
company of spiritual women that Kate embarks on a soul-search 
and finds release from the burdens of her painful past. 
Alice Walker has had her fair share of criticism over the years on 
account of a wholehearted espousal of all things spiritual. She has 
been accused of shamanism, hippydom, Buddhism, of referring to 
people too often as “flowers” and of communicating with the 
departed on her back porch. Some reviewers find this novel full of 
tired philosophizing. For example, Ellen Flexman, writing 
in Library Journal, while saying that Walker “has some interesting 
insights on the power of stories and the nature of spirit,” also felt 
that such revelations are “buried amid improbably situations and 
characters who have read too many bad books on spirituality.” He 
also noted that it “is difficult to take any of the characters 
seriously.” Similarly, a contributor for Publishers Weekly called 
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the novel an “inflated paean to the self,” while a Kirkus 
Reviews critic complained of “the underlying smug preachiness, 
the unconvincing experiences, and the idiosyncratic thinking [that] 
make this more a self-indulgent fantasy than an intellectually 
provocative tale.” Other reviewers were more sympathetic in their 
conclusions. Debby Waldman, writing in People, noted that the 
book might “strike some readers as New Age hooey,” but that 
“Walker‟s evocative prose will please her fans.” Likewise, Susan 
McHenry, of Black Issues Book Review, noted that she “started this 
novel skeptically, fearing a New Age ramble.” However, McHenry 
found “reading this book a richly rewarding journey.” 
And Booklist's Vanessa Bush praised this “dreamlike novel [that] 
incorporates the political and spiritual consciousness and emotional 
style for which [Walker] is known and appreciated” (Online). 
Now is the Time to Open Your Heart presents womanist ethics 
through the characters‟ self-discovery, spirituality, relation to 
nature and ancestors as well as involvement in the struggle for 
social and economic justice. Alice Walker stands firmly within the 
womanist literary tradition that strives for female wholeness in all 
respects. Walker‟s writing is effortlessly graceful, and has not lost 
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its power to prod at the sorest, most critical anxieties of the human 
condition. Simultaneously, it is a voice that remains firmly rooted 























he writings of African American women reveal their 
individual struggles against oppressive forces. The women‘s 
experiences articulated by them contrast with those examined in 
texts written by men. Lucille Clifton says:  
I am interested in being understood not admired. I wish to celebrate 
and not be celebrated… I am a woman and I write from that 
experience. I am a Black woman and I write from that experience. I do 
not feel inhibited or bound by what I am. 
(Evans 1984: 137) 
Through their writings a ―revolution within the Revolution‖ (Evans 
1984: xxiv) was initiated and sustained. The act of writing down 
their experiences and the act of reading their own literature were 
mutual acts of empowerment. In fact, ‗Black Women History‘ is a 
history of self-empowerment in a fight against external forces 
trying to silence their voice. And this fight has not been an easy 
one since it implied a struggle against double discrimination, 
racism and sexism.  
T 
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With her strong fascination for black women, from the start of her 
career, Alice Walker has presented herself as a powerful voice 
articulating the black woman‘s experience. The growth and 
emergence of black women is depicted in Walker‘s stories: from 
the reality of rural black folks to the lifestyles of new women; and 
from women who believe abortion and murder are sins, to women 
who commit both deliberately and without guilt. In the process of 
this growth they create an identity, and exhibit a self-awareness. 
They derive their strength from their ancestors and their traditions. 
These women are completely aware of their positions in political 
and social fields and undergo a sort of initiation before they move 
further. In their search for meaning, they rebel against patriarchal 
constructs. Their new message is resistance, and as they change, 
the people around them also change. In order to achieve spiritual 
freedom, some of the characters return to the life style of their 
ancestors, a life style in which neither sex seeks dominion over the 
other. These women achieve personal wholeness first by seeking 
self-identity and then they move onto societal wholeness in which 
they live with men in harmony.  
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Walker explores relationships between black women's past 
tradition and societal change as essential to the individual search 
for freedom and wholeness. Probing many facets of 
interrelationships of sexism and racism in the American society, 
she seeks to mobilize black women from a ―suspended‖ state into 
an ―emergent‖ one. Washington analyzes Walker's personal 
construct of the history of black women and explicates how 
―suspended‖ black women characters in her works finally evolve as 
―emergent women.‖ The attempt at achieving female ―wholeness‖, 
one of the basic principles of Walker‘s womanism comes from 
fighting against the constraints of society at all levels. Greatly 
influenced by feminism, she regards striving for racial equality and 
women liberation as her lifelong career. Most of her works are set 
in her native region—the deep south of Georgia and Mississippi. 
Her protagonists try to seek self -identity and they emerge from a 
context of oppression to one of liberation and self-assertion. From 
the position of ‗objects‘ the black women reach the level of 
‗subjects‘. What makes Alice Walker different from other black 
feminist writers is that she exposes that black men themselves too 
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are victims of patriarchy and racism. She also points out the 
possibility of the transformation of men and that the two genders 
can live together in harmony.  
In The Color Purple, Walker ―transforms Celie‘s individual story 
into an allegory of the black southern struggle for spiritual 
liberation and for reconciliation to a homeland‖ (Tate 1994: 115). 
The novel can be interpreted as:  
both realistic and grounded in a specific socio-cultural historical 
moment and, at the same time, magical or mythic, signifying beyond 
the particular moment in time and place it represents. 
(Tate 1994: 115) 
She writes in her essay Writing The Color Purple:  
I gathered up the historical and psychological threads of the life my 
ancestors lived, and in the writing of it I felt joy and strength and my 
own continuity... that wonderful feeling writers get sometimes, not 
very often, of being with a great many people, ancient spirits, all very 
happy to see me consulting and acknowledging them, and eager to let 
me know, through the joy of their presence, that indeed, I am not 
alone.  
(Evans 1984: 453). 
Walker writes a ―her-story‖, focusing on women‘s lives which do 
not contain anything ―heroic‖ from the point of view of traditional 
history.  
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The elation and happiness in the ending of the novel offsets the 
misery and suffering in the beginning. Nettie and her family return 
to their homeland, their ―mothers‘ gardens‖, to integrate with their 
true community. Celie, reunited with her two children, her sister, 
with all her family and friends, celebrates her new world full of 
love and happiness. The reunion event appropriately takes place on 
July 4, America‘s Independence Day. Traditionally, it is a day for 
white Americans to celebrate their independence. ―White people 
busy celebrating they independence from England July 4
th
... so 
most black folks don‘t have to work. Us can spend the day 
celebrating each other‖ (Walker 1982:294). Winifred observes that 
―in a clever twist, Walker uses this traditionally white holiday to 
mark the emotional, social, economic, and spiritual independence 
of Celie…‖(Winifred 1997: 130). By the end, ―The Color Purple, 
an odd miracle of nature, symbolizes the miracle of human 
possibilities‖ (Gloria 1990: 321). The Color Purple is about 
reclaiming one‘s past; one‘s heritage, language, and voice. 
Important to mention that Walker signs herself as ―A.W., author 
and medium‖ which means that her purpose has been not only to 
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create literary images of women, but to give voice to these same 
women who have been silenced in life and literature.  
In Now is the Time to Open Your Heart, Walker encompasses the 
past, present and the future just as her major characters use their 
heritage to change their society, even as they seek self-expression. 
These characters, in a way, are a synthesis of the many aspects of 
black southern heritage. The change Kate undergoes is set within 
the tradition of resistance that is as much a part of that heritage as 
is oppression. Like many of their ancestors, the women in the novel 
take responsibility for the injustices in their society. The 
characters‘ perception of their past is crucial to their personal 
transformation in the present and the possibility of change in the 
future, is stressed by Walker for attaining ‗wholeness.‘ Walker‘s 
use of time as circular and progressive, a device she learned from 
Zora Neale Hurston, is central to her major character‘s capacity to 
change. Before reaching the ―emergent‖ stage, these black women 
are separated from their children, from their husbands, from other 
men and women just as Kate, before going on a journey, separates 
from her lover. There is also a separation of the mind and body; 
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even the land and its people are separated. But then as Kate 
becomes ―emergent‖, she reunites with Yolo. There is also a fusion 
of the mind and body as these people achieve self-identity and self-
fulfillment. Also noticeable is the change in attitudes among black 
men in her novels. Yolo, Grange Copeland, Albert also grow and 
change. Walker‘s male characters achieve psychological health and 
wholeness only when they are able to acknowledge women, their 
suffering and their pain. Walker‘s redefinition of the relationships 
between sexes allows the male and female characters ―to cure 
themselves of the same varieties of disease based on societal 
expectations that plagued [them]‖ (Winchell 1992, 115). Winchell 
adds, ―The lessons they learn about the need for balance between 
the flesh and the spirit help them redefine themselves‖ (Winchell 
1992, 115).  
Alice Walker‘s philosophy and spirituality coalesce into an organic 
whole in Now is the Time to Open Your Heart. She depicts her own 
worldview in the character of Kate, and illuminates her 
philosophical and spiritual stances through her. The novel, 
moreover, details events from Walker‘s life experiences and 
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characterizes some of the associates who shared her personal 
journey in search of the meaning of life and existence. The 
character‘s trust and belief in the spiritual force is a testament to a 
woman‘s approach to resolving the personal issues that plague her. 
Through the character of Kate, Walker gives a realistic portrayal of 
a woman in search of the deepest truth of the self and the meaning 
of life. 
Walker has always focused on the wholeness ―personal and 
communal.‖ The search is not simply for the wholeness that gives 
spiritual health to the individual seekers, although that remains a 
priority, but also for unity between and among peoples and 
ultimately for unity with the universe itself. One can find in her 
characters the desire to change without destroying, to maintain the 
integration of body and spirit, to resist separation and alienation.  
The distinctive voice in Walker‘s works is the voice of a woman 
deeply immersed in her blackness, her womanness, and her 
Southerness. She is, probably, one among the few black women 
Southern writers who persistently identifies herself and her 
concerns with her native region - the-deep South of Georgia and 
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Mississippi. Even when she writes passionately about problems 
that ravage the land and the lives of people, Walker emphasizes the 
healing power of love and the possibility of ―change: change 
personal, and change in society‖ (Walker 1983:252). This message 
of hope is a gift from the South, which Walker embraces as her 
spiritual home. In ―The Black Writer and the Southern 
Experience,‖ she writes with pride and gratitude of her 
―underprivileged background.‖ The Southern experience, she 
explains, is an ―advantageous heritage‖ for the sensitive black 
writer, offering ―a compassion for the earth, a trust in humanity 
beyond our knowledge of evil, and an abiding love of justice‖ 
(Walker 1983: 21). While Walker‘s paradigm communities are 
nearly always black, rural, and Southern, they become possible 
emblems of familial identity, continuity, order and change. Her 
heritage and history provide a way for understanding the modern 
world in which her characters live. She has observed to Krista 
Brewer: 
Because I‘m black and I‘m a woman and because I was brought up poor 
and because I‘m a Southerner, … the way I see the world is quite 
different from the way many people see it. I could not help but have a 
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radical vision of society... the way I see things can help people see what 
needs to be changed. 
(qtd.in Davis 1983: 40) 
Walker had discussed her writing, and need to write, in terms that 
articulate her deflection of rage and her reconciliation with it. In her 
essay ―One Child of One‘s Own: A Meaningful Digression within the 
Work(s)‖, she puts her frustration and her energy into her work:  
Write I did, night and day, something, and it was not even a 
choice…but a necessity. Writing saved me from the sin and 
inconvenience of violence - as it saves most writers who live in 
‗interesting‘ oppressive times and are not afflicted by personal immunity. 
(Walker 1983: 369) 
In her essay ―Saving The Life That is Your Own: The Importance of 
Models in the Artist‘s Life‖, Walker gives one more reason for her 
writing: 
It has been said that someone asked Toni Morrison why she writes the 
kind of books she writes, and that she replied: ‗Because they are the 
kind of books I want to read‘ … She (Toni Morrison) must be her own 
model as well as the artist attending, creating, learning from, realizing 
the model, which is to say, herself… To take Toni Morrison‘s statement 
further,…I write not only what I want to read...I write all the things I 
should have been able to read. . . . It is, in the end, the saving of the 
lives that we write about… We care because we know this: the life we 
save is our-own. 
(Walker 1983: 7-14) 
131 
Walker demonstrates a deeply-rooted consciousness of her role as an 
artist in a socially and politically complex world in celebrating her 
people. By acknowledging ancestors, she acknowledges that she is 
part of a black tradition of artists, particularly that strain stemming 
from Southern slave narrators, folk tellers of tales, and literary artists. 
Walker's response to other writers has been extremely important to 
her literary development, as illustrated by the epigraphs for her 
books - excerpts from Albert Camus; West African writer Elechi 
Amadi; German poet Rainer Maria Rilke; the Russian woman poet 
Akhmatova; the African poet Okotp‘tek; the native American seer 
Black Elk; Stevie Wonder; Lissie Lyles; and Mirella Ricciardi. 
Walker uses the insights of writers Zora Neale Hurston, Virginia 
Woolf, and Phillis Wheatley as a means of illuminating the creativity 
of black women. .The writers who influenced Walker are indicators 
of her own preoccupations. In her sophomore year she read every 
Russian writer that she could get hands on, for it seemed to her that 
―Russia must have something floating about in the air that writers 
breathe from the time they are born‖ (Walker 1983: 257). What 
most impressed her was the ability of Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, 
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Turgenev, Gorki, and Gogol to render the plight of their entire 
society while penetrating the essential spirit of individual persons. The 
result was both scope and depth and the sounding of the genuine 
which is the universal in all people. This configuration of qualities 
certainly marks Walker‘s fiction, for there is always an interrelation 
between the lives of the black women she portrays, the values of the 
entire society, and essential spiritual questions that are asked in 
every human society.  
As a ―womanist‖ writer, Walker concerns herself with racial, 
cultural, national, economic, and political issues along with sexual 
ones. Protesting against sexism and the patriarchal power structure, 
she is unapologetically a propagandist. Her writing demands that the 
readers, whether the male oppressors or the oppressed females 
become aware of the ideological issues in order to change their 
attitudes. 
Walker adopts writing as a strategy for her own survival and for 
the survival of others. Ever since she started as a writer, Walker 
has never ceased portraying the impact of colonization-both 
external and internal, exploitation of land and people, 
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fragmentation and mutilation. True to her belief that the artist's task 
is to change the world, she enters into a relentless fight with the 
victimizing agencies, whether they are white or black, men or 
women, tradition or science. She also suggests strategies of 
resistance so that one can attain selfhood and wholeness.  
Over and over Walker has proved to be a versatile writer. In 2004, 
she published Now is the Time to Open Your Heart. Two years 
later, in 2006, she published a collection of essays, We Are the 
Ones We Have Been Waiting For: Light in a Time of Darkness, and 
the well-received picture book There Is a Flower at the Tip of My 
Nose Smelling Me. Continuing her work as a political activist, 
Walker also wrote about her experiences with the group Women 
for Women International in 2010‘s Overcoming Speechlessness: A 
Poet Encounters the Horror in Rwanda, Eastern Congo and 
Palestine/Israel. She published another poetry collection, Hard 
Times Require Furious Dancing, that same year. After more than 
four decades as a writer, Alice Walker shows no signs of slowing 
down. In 2012, she released The Chicken Chronicles; in this latest 
memoir, she ruminates on caring for her flock of chickens. 
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Following the release of The Chicken Chronicles, she began 
working on The Cushion in the Road, a collection of mediations on 
a variety of subjects due to be published in 2013. 
Walker remains a controversial figure. In a June 2011 interview, 
Walker described the United States and Israel as ―terrorist 
organizations‖ stating ―When you terrorize people, when you make 
them so afraid of you that they are just mentally and 
psychologically wounded for life – that‘s terrorism.‖ (Online) Last 
year also she refused to allow an Israeli edition of The Color 
Purple to be published because she believes the country ―is guilty 
of apartheid and persecution of the Palestinian people‖ (Online). 
She continues to remain a controversial but a central figure in 
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